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“Lilies? Really?” From her place in the cas-
ket, my sister clicks her tongue. “So typical. I 
was expecting something with more flair. Like 
snapdragons! You don’t see snapdragons at 
many funerals, now do you?”
I stand at the lectern and do my best to 
ignore her, but she does her damnedest to be 
heard.
“Were you the one that invited Aunt Clem? 
No, that had to be Mom’s doing, she knows how 
much I hate the woman. Remember when Clem 
gave me her hand-me-down earrings for my 
twentieth birthday? What kind of twenty-year-
old wears pearls? They weren’t even real. The 
nerve of that woman.”
Aunt Clem scoffs. She gathers her purse 
and shawl and storms out the rear doors. 
“And don’t think I haven’t seen the tomb-
stone.” She jabs a bony finger at me. It rises from 
the narrow bed like a gnarled root. “It’s just a 
rectangle with my name and a date. Where’s the 
epitaph? I deserve an epitaph, don’t you think? 
There’s more than enough material for one, 
God knows. Beloved has a nice ring, but also 
maybe something stronger. Cherished. Revered!” 
 I reach the portion of my eulogy in 
which I honor her humility, but decide to trim 
it.
“I hope Moira cries a lot, considering all 
I’ve done for her. None of this sniffle business. 
I want sobs. Not everyone gets to lose a sister 
like me.”
In the front row, Moira’s face remains stony.
“You did alright with the coffin, I’ll give you 
that. Cushy. Mahogany.” She nods her approval 
and her pale face bobs on the silk pillow. “But 
I think my toes touch the top. Not much, but 
just–”
Mom stands and slams the coffin lid shut, 
and I don’t bother with the rest of my speech. 
It’s mostly bullshit, anyway.
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Every summer, a handful of European 
romantics voyage to Lakota country sporting 
braids and arrowhead jewelry in search of an 
authentic indigenous experience. My Dad’s 
buddy on the tribal council, Archie Fire, 
likes to capitalize on these Self-Proclaimed 
Sioux by carting them around to powwows 
and facilitating vision quests. Archie packs 
them and their expensive tents into a spot 
on our place we call the Three Peaks. They 
quest for visions a while then leave after the 
last Sundance because there’s no way to sugar 
coat the Res once the weather turns cold. 
I hadn’t talked to one of these New Age 
Natives much before Archie dropped Jean 
Claude off in our driveway. Archie needed a 
break from being spiritual tour guide and my 
Dad owed him for scaring the last yuppie off. 
A few weeks before, my dad and I brought 
over a steer for the nearby powwow stew pot. 
We parked the pickup and trailer by the arena 
as usual. An elder spoke a few kind words to 
the animal and my dad gave his own version 
of a blessing before pulling the hammer back. 
Shortly after, we heard the horrified shriek of 
a French lady in Birkenstocks who had just 
received her first lesson in The Circle of Life. 
My only other experiences with people 
like the lady with an aversion to reality led 
me to believe these tourists all thought they 
were a better version of white because of 
their world view. Once, in the grocery store 
check out line, a German tourist wearing a 
war bonnet print t-shirt told me that I live in a 
place where I don’t belong. I was thirteen and 
shy so I said nothing and studied the cow shit 
on my cracked leather boots. The man in line 
behind the tourist, clearly un-amused with 
the war bonnet t-shirt, set his groceries on the 
counter and said, “At least she’s not trying to 
be something she isn’t.”
I’m the youngest day laborer on the family 
place, meaning I inherit the jobs nobody else 
wants like pulling a dead bull out of a dam or 
playing tour guide for the occasional visitor. 
I saddled two horses once Archie left and 
loaded them in the trailer. 
Jean Claude appeared from the house 
transformed from hippie to dime store cowboy 
complete with new Wranglers and bolo tie; 
his thin braid now a low ponytail under a 
wide brimmed hat. I had orders to show Jean 
Claude the spot where his upcoming vision 
quest would be. Aside from the occasional 
culture tourist, no one visits the Three Peaks 
outside of checking the fence line in the 
spring. This fence requires several days of 
hiking steel posts and barbwire into rough 
country. I don’t mind it though. It’s a prime 
spot to hunt for fossils. After a good rain, 
ancient relics surface for the last time before 
weathering into soil. Seeing the creatures is 
usually enough, but sometimes I can’t help 
pocketing a shell or three toed horse tooth for 
the jar by my bed. 
I parked the pickup and trailer a few miles 
from our destination, tightened cinches and 
covered the do’s and don’ts of sitting on a 
horse. I took it slow, even though he seemed 
agile enough for a middle-aged city person, 
and braced myself for the coming sermon of 
cultural enlightenment.  
A pair of falcons scanned the horizon 
and the light dropped, softening the badland 
ridges and puffs of sagebrush. My bitterness 
for giving the evening up to pretend we ran 
a dude ranch began to slip as we rode in 
silence. Instead of forced conversation, quiet 
happiness radiated from Jean Claude as he 
settled into his surroundings. I didn’t have the 
heart to tell him Three Peaks wasn’t sacred in 
the way Archie sells it. He tells the tourists 
sea turtle sagebrush.
by katherine rasmussen
this place is the one and only ancient vision 
quest site in the land. No way would the 
tribe bring tourists to actual sacred places. If 
they did, the place wouldn’t be sacred after a 
profit was made on it. The real sacred places, 
I imagine, are less conspicuous than the 
postcard badland feature we rode towards. 
Once, while taking a break from replacing 
my great grandfather’s axe cut posts with 
steel ones, I heard the faint sounds of drums 
traveling over the grass. I lay on a chalky 
badland spine connecting two of the Three 
Peaks and listened to the thrum that came 
from a place foreigners never go.  
We stopped and hobbled the horses to 
make our way through the rest of the cedars 
on foot. I looped my watch around the saddle 
horn-- a habit I picked up as a kid. Fossils are 
easier to spot without the distraction of a 
clock. Jean Claude watched and did the same 
without questioning my methods. The old 
fart was starting to make me glad I didn’t put 
him on the horse that likes to wipe people off 
his back with trees. 
Jean Claude and I pushed through the 
cedars and walked out into a clearing at the 
base of the Three Peaks. I showed him where 
he’d have his vision quest later in the week and 
shoved an empty tuna can in my pocket left 
over from the lady Archie brought last year. 
Jean Claude stood with his hands by his side 
marveling at the towering chalk buttes, their 
pink and dun ribbons of dried gumbo like a 
painted movie set. He noticed me studying 
the crumbling badlands for fossils 
and followed my lead in a different 
spot. After a while, he called me 
over to a molar the size of his 
fist sticking out of the ground. 
The glint in his eyes made him 
look like a kid who just found 
out he’d get to see Jurassic 
Park. We moved on without 
the need for chatter and 
watched for more signs of 
ancient life until I spotted the 
profile of a sea turtle sticking out 
of a badland bank. Jean Claude sat 
on the ground and looked up at the brittle 
remains that were sea turtle for 75 millions 
years and would be grass by the next growing 
season. He broke off a piece of the sagebrush 
by his foot, nodded his head to sea turtle in 
the eroding bank as if to say Thank You, and 
pocketed the silvery green twig. We studied 
the cross section of sediment exposing the 
land’s memory until the nighthawks started 
feeding on mosquitoes.  
We made our way back to the horses as 
the sky began to darken. I took the hobbles off 
my horse and Jean Claude followed my lead. 
We slackened our reigns and let the horses 
choose the best route back. After seeing his 
appreciation for the place, I started warming 
up to conversation. I nearly fell off my horse 
when he said he was 76 years old. The man 
looked more like a weathered 55. He told me 
about traveling damn near the whole globe. 
He told me about raising the wild bulls people 
run with in Spain. He raises his own horses. 
He built his own sailboat. He likes Jesus, as a 
friend, and has scandalous theories of God’s 
son and Marie Magdalene. He married his 
wife, the most beautiful sculptor in the world, 
after falling in love with her the first moment 
he saw her. He told me I’m welcome anytime 
in their guest cottage on the French Rivera. 
“You sell the ranch one day and travel?” 
he asked after I finished grilling him on what 
the Pyramids were like. 
“No! That would be selling an appendage,” 
I said. He gave a knowing smile like he 
understood. As we dismounted 
and loaded the horses into 
the trailer, he told me about 
finishing cancer treatment the 
week before. His doctor told 
him to stay in France but he 
believes he survived because of 
his spirit and his spirit needed 
time in a sacred place.
       jewel
by mary mccormick
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It started with the objects:
any and all walled spaces, 
cups, bowls, bags,
lampshades, pianos, 
cars, wigs, clothing – 
were clear as glass. 
Trash cans did not obstruct 
the unpleasant view of 
rotting foods, 
closet doors did not hide 
the messy belongings, 
walls did not provide 
privacy;
I watched you poop in a clear 
walled bathroom on a translucent toilet. 
It followed with ourselves:
from epidermis to 
mitochondria – 
we were glad to hide in 
plain sight. 
woodmoth
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As the sun set, snowflakes fell, and Lev 
knelt on packed snow at the base of a hill. 
Cupped between his hands, he held a pile of 
ashes. This was his last task for the day, and by 
now he had memorized the words that would 
complete the ceremony of transition from this 
world to the next. 
“Komu pora, temu czas.” When it is your 
time, you must go. He took in a breath of win-
ter air that bit at his throat and blew the ashes 
from his hands. They fluttered through the air 
to the ground like stardust. He smoothed down 
the surface of the snow where he had sprinkled 
the last ashes of the day. Lev drew a circle in the 
snow. His fingers were calloused and cracked, 
and his hangnails threatened infection. He 
pulled a scrap of paper from his corduroy shirt 
and read from it. 
“Babushka Svetlana.”
A frail woman levitated in the circle. She 
sat on a rocking chair that she never left and 
knitted a scarlet scarf that was never long 
enough—even after decades of following the 
same pattern.
“Dzień dobry, Babushka.” Folds of wrin-
kled skin concealed small onyx irises.
“It’s you again is it?” Babushka shook her 
head.
“Babushka, I’m the only one that summons 
you anymore, after what happened in October. 
No one believes a word you say after that stunt.” 
Her irises roared with fire like obsidian. Lev 
lowered his head.
“What have you summoned me for then? 
Just to tell me how obsolete I am?” Babushka’s 
knitting needles crescendoed in a flurry of red 
and stained pine. “I have more important things 
to attend to than listening to you spew non-
sense. I am the keeper of time and death, and I 
bow before no —”
“Babushka, please. I wish to check the daily 
deaths with your record.”
“Ah yes.” Babushka sighed and pulled a 
thin pair of reading glasses from her bee’s hive 
of hair. She squinted at a piece of think rough 
paper, folded and clenched in sweaty hands for 
centuries.“I see three names. Liuda Popov. Luka 
Vasiliev. Tamryn Petrov.”
“Thank you Babushka.” Lev reached into 
his pocket to retrieve the paper with the words 
to release her from the circle, but Babushka 
laughed with the strength of a diamond.
“You still read from that, do you?”
Lev blushed. “I’m only the crematorium 
operator. They don’t give me formal training or 
fancy spells or anything. What do you expect 
from me?”
“Alright, no need to get defensive. Anyway, 
I have some stories to tell. Sit, sit.”
Lev let out a heavy sigh, but hastily abided, 
falling into a cross-legged position. He went 
about the business of covering and uncovering 
the ashes with snow. 
“In the year 1335, I was just a teen much like 
you and, rather promiscuous too if you can be-
lieve it, and I met...”
He moved the ashes from side to side, care-
ful to avoid disturbing the circle. These ashes 
had once been the body of a twelve-year-old. 
No one was there to say Do Widzenia. Good-
bye. Now, this is all that’s left. Lev took up a 
handful of snow and sprinkled it over the ashes 
until they were concealed.
“... and next on the list is Shura Kresnikov. 
Poor thing.”
The Lev froze at the sound of that name but 
did not look up from the dirt. “When?”
“I really must be going.” Babushka stowed 
her glasses back in her hair and shuffled her 
knitting around.
“When Babushka?” Lev asked louder this 
time.
Babushka sighed and set down her needles. 
“Too soon.”
Lev nodded. “Do widzenia.”
Babushka disappeared and left nothing but 
a small bit of the red yarn.
Lev kicked at the snow and the ashes he 
had smoothed down flew into the air. The wind 
picked up and pushed his fur collar up against 
his neck. Lev trotted down the steep hill into 
the little town where he lived. 
When he reached the main street, a brick 
building blocked the wind and drifts of snow 
which moved horizontally across the ground. 
His fur collar folded down onto his shoulders. 
He passed the homes of the people in his com-
munity: the butcher, the postwoman, the fire-
fighter, the doctor. Not one of them knew he 
existed. He fantasized about going to what he 
imagined were their fancy parties where every-
one laughed and clinked their glasses. He had 
never clinked a glass. 
 Completely charred by darkness now, the 
sky was brimming with stars and each glim-
mered as he saw them, their way of waving 
hello. Everyone knew about the stars and the 
spirits that lived among them. It was all so ro-
mantic. But no one even acknowledged that the 
physical bodies had to be dealt with somehow. 
Unless they were using it to make fun of him. 
The crematorium was just on the other side of 
the hill. Co z oczu, to z serca. Out of sight, out 
of mind. 
He passed a final house, the house of the 
person whose name Babushka uttered: Shura. 
Lev had always admired Shura and wanted 
nothing more than to impress them. Shura only 
knew Lev as an acquaintance, the kind of ac-
quaintance that came only out of circumstance; 
the two of them were around the same age and 
would pass each other on the street and politely 
nod, and then Shura would smile. With a smile 
like that, Lev was sure they had clinked a whole 
slew of glasses. Lev hoped Shura would remem-
ber him in the kind of way one hopes to find the 
sapphire ring somewhere underneath the sink, 
despite having just seen it fall down the drain.
Lev’s small home was on the end of the vil-
lage farthest from the hill, but he didn’t mind 
the walk. He slid inside and tightened the 
makeshift rope lock against the wind. The cor-
rugated steel walls were rusting again. He laid 
on his back and pulled a wool blanket over him-
self, holding the monogrammed corner tightly. 
Speckles of water fell onto his face. A small gap 
in the roof exposed the light from a star that 
shined brightly. He held his arms around him-
self thinking of Shura’s smile. 
Lev took pride in his job as the crematorium 
operator. He was able to make sure the physi-
cal bodies of the deceased were peacefully laid 
to rest. But the thought of shutting the door of 
the oven on Shura? He shuddered. Lev cracked 
his door open and drew a circle in the snow just 
outside his home. 
Babushka glimmered into view, knitting 
away. “What are you doing up at this hour? Are 
there new deaths to report?” 
“No, Babushka.” Lev looked down, not in 
respect, but to hide his blushing cheeks. “Do 
you make the pattern yourself?”
“Don’t be silly. I simply follow the pattern. I 
may be the keeper of time, but I’m not the crea-
tor of it. We all have bosses.”
“Do you know if anyone who has made a 
mistake or changed the pattern, even by one 
stitch?”  
Babushka’s needles froze. 
Lev looked up.
Babushka resumed her work. “Yes.”
“Who? What happened?” Lev leaned for-
ward.
Babushka shook her head and chuckled. “I 
will tell you a story. There was a young girl, ex-
ceptionally curious, quite like you actually. She 
lusted after one of her peers—”
“No, I’m not lusting after anyone!” Lev 
blushed and shook his head wildly.
“Oh, calm down child. She lusted after one 
of her peers and wanted nothing more than to 
save them from their death.”
Lev perked up again. “Did she succeed?”
“Just a minute now. She did succeed. She 
saved this peer, but —”
“How did she do it?”
“She snipped my yarn.”
Lev dropped his shoulders that had risen 
with interest. “Oh.”
“Do you wish to snip my yarn?”
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“No, Babushka, I —”
“Do you wish for Shura to avoid their 
death?”
“Yes, but—”
Babushka took a pair of thin scissors from 
her hair and snipped her red yarn.
“Babushka!” The red yarn curled into coils 
on her lap and the ends turned brown as if they 
had been cauterized.
“Go to them, child. Tell them that they 
have been saved and they will see another day.”
“Babushka, I don’t think I —”
“Go!” 
Lev rushed to the skinny brick house he 
had passed moments before. He knocked on 
the door with more enthusiasm than intended. 
He knocked again. Shura came to the door and 
cracked it open. Stifled laughter came from in-
side.
“Lev? What are you doing here?”
“I—I’m here because I have something 
very important to tell you.” Lev’s fingers shook, 
but the corners of his mouth rose into a smile. 
From the inside of the house, he heard someone 
mocking him.
“Guys, shut up,” Shura whispered into the 
house. “Anyway, you were saying?”
“Today, I was just talking with Babushka 
Svetlana, and —”
“That old hag?” Shura laughed. Shura put 
on a scrunched up face. “The keeper of time.” 
Shura mocked Babushka’s voice. “No one falls 
for that bullshit anymore.”
Lev’s smile melted away. “She told me that 
you were next on her list of people to die and 
I saved you.” Lev blurted the last bit out so 
quickly, spittle flew onto the door separating 
him from the inside of the house.
“Did you really believe her?” Shura laughed.
“He is an ash boy. Ash boys will believe 
anything,” a voice from inside called.
The color left Lev’s face completely. “I 
saved your life. Babushka had to cut her yarn. 
To save you!”
That only made Shura and the group on 
the inside laugh harder.
“Good one, ash boy.” Shura nodded.
“It’s not a joke! Why won’t you just listen 
to what I’m saying?” Lev wrapped his fingers 
into fists in the hope that they would stop vio-
lently shaking.
“I don’t have to listen to you.”
Lev turned and left without another word. 
The door slammed shut. Shura laughed with 
their friends. A melodic chant echoed from the 
house. “Ash boy, ash boy.” His walking turned 
to running, and he slid inside his rusty hut. Ba-
bushka still levitated outside; she wove a new 
piece of yarn in with the previous. 
She gave him a look of pity over her reading 
glasses. “I’m guessing it went not so good?” 
Lev wrapped the wool blanket around 
himself and stared up at the lonely star visible 
through the gap in the ceiling. “Did you know?”
“Nothing could have been done.” Babush-
ka sighed. “Komu pora, temu czas.” She knitted 
her scarf of time, her needles gliding silently 
across the yarn. Babushka rocked back and 
forth and back and forth. The lonely star in the 
night sky winked at Lev with a twinkle. Grey 
snowflakes fell onto his face and melted into the 
tears on his cheeks.
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I.
Tang of familiarity,
cannabalistic orgies
aren’t really all that different
from carnivorous ones. 
II.
All the king’s men
and all the king’s horses
make me wonder all the more
why they ever appointed
a man made of eggshell
to peer over high walls.
III.
Something about inevitably falling,
woman to the rear whimpers
something about Rome
(maybe it was the Nazis)
and how freefall differs
from the season.
IV.
Leaves in a wind tunnel,
turbines made of rakes:
design flaws, unanticipatory
docents gasp at their own exhibit
as the firestorm hits—
On a road trip to Helena, 
Ma fills in the first page 
of an adult coloring book. 
A careful parse over
these burgeoning hues,
a Crayola 64-pack of grey:
charcoal, onyx, steel,
blue-grey, ash grey,
interrogation room grey,
wet cement, dry cement,
frostbite grey, four shades
of lost-sight grey, cussing liver,
wet deicer in silver granules,
gunmetal and sheet metal,
stone grey, smashed toenail, 
an exuberant waxy grey,
great-grandma’s loose hair
while playing pinochle—
my mother calls me,
crying, to say that she was
great-grandma’s favorite grandchild.
Ma fills in the last pages
of an adult coloring book,
greyscale unicorns and trees
on fractaline backgrounds.
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For a moment, in a Dublin club, I forgot 
about Freddy for real. Not for long, but entirely. 
She was either perfect for me or the picture 
of me. Her name was Allie. “London Calling” 
brought us together, waiting for our separate 
drinks. Heads banging, four fists pounding out 
of time on the sticky bar, we bumped into each 
other. Then we introduced ourselves instead of 
pulling away. It wasn’t easy with shrill, excited 
screeching and clumsy dancers encircling us 
from all sides. A woman tripped, and  two-dollar 
vodka mixed with warm countertop lemonade 
rained down on us, a joyous yellow aura. Come 
out of the cupboard, you boys and girls. We toasted 
Jameson to our health, “sláinte.”
“Who are you?”
“Who’s asking?” I replied.
“Someone who’s trying to leave this place. 
Can I take you away with me?”
“We’re both already away,” I said, watching 
my fellow compatriot brush away a piece of blue 
hair that had slipped through her hoop nose 
ring.
“Exactly! Half the work’s already done. 
Now, how do I convince you to go away with 
me? Like, the hell away from this bar?” The ice 
age is coming, the sun is zooming in. She walked 
backward, looking toward the door and back to 
see if she was tempting me.
“You’ll have to buy me dinner,” I said.
“I’d do that, but I call fish and chips at three 
in the morning first breakfast.” She was getting 
further away and nodded to the door one last 
time, “Come on.”
I rolled my eyes but set down the whiskey 
tumbler and squeezed through the few grinding 
crop tops to get to her. She grabbed my hand 
and started walking. 
Her right leg’s  tattoos crept out of her shoe 
all the way up to her kneecap, like a stocking. I 
cursed myself for being too intoxicated to take 
her in. What was that tattoo? Was her hand 
sweaty or was that mine? Did she hear those 
last lines of the song the same way I did? Did 
she find it to be the fateful soundtrack to our 
stumbling into each other? Or was I drunk?        
Freddy put the Clash on for me when we 
first met. But I wasn’t going to think about that. 
“You like curry chips?” she asked after we were 
inside a lit up, light blue diner.
“No, I like normal chips with garlic mayo!”
“Disgusting. We’ll get ‘em both,” she told 
the grungy cashier. 
He averted eye contact with us as I leaned 
against the plexiglass divider near the register. 
Allie planted her hand on the counter and 
leaned into me, resting a bit of her thigh unshyly 
against mine.
“Is it too early to ask what you’ll want for 
second breakfast?” she whispered, looking 
me straight and almost soberly in the eye. A 
paper hat and faded plaid apron flashed in my 
periphery and broke our gaze. Allie paid and 
tipped him. “Go raibh míle, my man!”
She was close. Almost thanked him a 
million, in Irish, but undercut it with an 
American accent and general air of disregard. 
He didn’t seem to care though, having gotten 
a taste of American gratuity and even a bit of 
groping. Allie handed me the fat brown sack, 
saturated in grease and I giggled looking over 
my shoulder as we left the diner. He looked 
away so quickly, he almost jumped. “So, Greta, 
you’re coming home with me, aren’t you?” We 
walked over to a green, wooden bench and 
popped the tops off our dipping sauces. Allie 
ate handfuls, not bites, and laughed with her 
mouth full. Now that was someone that could 
teach me to control my happiness, to create it 
even. She licked a spot of ranch off her finger. 
I kissed her while she still tasted of buttermilk.
*   *   *
I woke the next morning wrapped 
haphazardly in a white fur, silk lined blanket. 
The morning sun streamed into my eyes, but 
the girl next to me didn’t stir. A collection 
of vintage Nintendo and Tamagotchi toys 
decorated a shelf. A Royal Air Force parachute 
canopied directly overhead on the high ceiling. 
My clothes strewn about, half mixed into Allie’s 
suitcase, the other half not immediately visible. 
I shifted under the weight of her leg hooked 
around me, inspecting her shin bone scenery as 
best as I could without waking her. 
It glowed next to the white fur, its colors 
vivid and exciting. It was all underwater. 
Green squares mosaicked to create the shell of 
a tortoise swimming through her blue lapping 
skin. A pink octopus writhed on the broadest 
part of her calf, and a koi fish glided along her 
ankle. The other leg had two small tattoos: an 
upside down cross on the thin skin beneath 
her ankle bone and a Wu-Tang sign across her 
Achilles’ tendon. The cross was homemade, 
comprised of faded lines formed out of single 
needle pricks. I wanted to touch part of it. I 
wanted my own. I was jealous of whoever had 
given it to her. Why didn’t I ever get that carried 
away with someone? There was no chance Fred 
would ever do something like that, neither of 
us had any tattoos. He would hate to have ever 
hurt me , and there was a time I wouldn’t have 
imagined hurting him either.
“Do you want to check if there’s tea?” she 
asked before I knew she was awake. 
I pressed my body back against hers. She 
rubbed her nose on my ear before kissing it and 
sitting up.
The Airbnb host, Broden, apparently 
always stayed in the spare room, even while 
guests were there. Not unheard of, but not what 
I imagined our morning to be. He made us each 
a mug of tea. Allie and I sat smoking cigarettes 
on his window seat, cross-legged. The skin on 
my knees was hot where they pressed against 
hers. We blew smoke until we were burning 
filters and then tossed them.  
Seven stories up we watched our butts fall, 
our torsos following through the window. We 
were giddy if the smoking ends made it near 
a dumpster and guilty as hell when innocent 
strangers narrowly dodged the cherry. A quick, 
bright firework followed by a mini explosion as 
they yelled indiscernible curses in thick accents, 
wagging their fists up at the seventh floor. We 
laughed, ducking back into the apartment to 
escape.
Broden sat on a leopard couch and 
observed, his bare chest boldly exposed, wiry 
hairs and all. He wore tie-dyed parachute pants 
and apparently couldn’t tell how hideous his 
man feet were or how unpleasant I found his 
company. But the excitement that smoking 
indoors brought us simple Americans sure did 
amuse him.
“Really? So, you’d walk seven flights for 
every fag?” Broden asked. 
“There aren’t any seven-story buildings 
to navigate where I come from, but you risk 
frostbite going outside for each one,” I added as 
he and I sat awkwardly, alone for the first time.
“Well, wherever we smoke them, we don’t 
call them’ that,” said Allie, lighting a new one 
on her way to refill her tea. She was wearing 
retro yellow cross-country shorts with a white 
stripe down the side. They were tight enough 
to know she hadn’t put her underwear on yet. 
Her high white socks with yellow lines at the 
top matched too nicely for a girl who could not 
have possibly done school sports.
 Broden did. You could feel the banal 
soccer stories this guy wanted to tell by the 
way he leaned back on the couch, chin up, legs 
spread. Allie wouldn’t be into dudes like that; 
I sure wasn’t. Fred was laid back, nerdy even, 
boring maybe, but he wasn’t a douche. Whatever 
the case, her sporty tracksuit captured both of 
our attention. His gaze was uninterrupted by 
my noticing it. 
“After you two leave, I’m going home to 
Scotland, up the Highlands, to a small town like 
that. The Lost Village is its name.” Broden licked 
the seam of a joint he was rolling and smoothed 
it down with a thick, red finger. “Well, we live 
outside the Forest of the Lost Village. No one’s 
lived in any of its original structures in over a 
century. They’re magic... fighting nature and 
time.” 
Allie was back quickly then, sitting flush at 
Broden’s side, asking about her next adventure.
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periphery and broke our gaze. Allie paid and 
tipped him. “Go raibh míle, my man!”
She was close. Almost thanked him a 
million, in Irish, but undercut it with an 
American accent and general air of disregard. 
He didn’t seem to care though, having gotten 
a taste of American gratuity and even a bit of 
groping. Allie handed me the fat brown sack, 
saturated in grease and I giggled looking over 
my shoulder as we left the diner. He looked 
away so quickly, he almost jumped. “So, Greta, 
you’re coming home with me, aren’t you?” We 
walked over to a green, wooden bench and 
popped the tops off our dipping sauces. Allie 
ate handfuls, not bites, and laughed with her 
mouth full. Now that was someone that could 
teach me to control my happiness, to create it 
even. She licked a spot of ranch off her finger. 
I kissed her while she still tasted of buttermilk.
*   *   *
I woke the next morning wrapped 
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The morning sun streamed into my eyes, but 
the girl next to me didn’t stir. A collection 
of vintage Nintendo and Tamagotchi toys 
decorated a shelf. A Royal Air Force parachute 
canopied directly overhead on the high ceiling. 
My clothes strewn about, half mixed into Allie’s 
suitcase, the other half not immediately visible. 
I shifted under the weight of her leg hooked 
around me, inspecting her shin bone scenery as 
best as I could without waking her. 
It glowed next to the white fur, its colors 
vivid and exciting. It was all underwater. 
Green squares mosaicked to create the shell of 
a tortoise swimming through her blue lapping 
skin. A pink octopus writhed on the broadest 
part of her calf, and a koi fish glided along her 
ankle. The other leg had two small tattoos: an 
upside down cross on the thin skin beneath 
her ankle bone and a Wu-Tang sign across her 
Achilles’ tendon. The cross was homemade, 
comprised of faded lines formed out of single 
needle pricks. I wanted to touch part of it. I 
wanted my own. I was jealous of whoever had 
given it to her. Why didn’t I ever get that carried 
away with someone? There was no chance Fred 
would ever do something like that, neither of 
us had any tattoos. He would hate to have ever 
hurt me , and there was a time I wouldn’t have 
imagined hurting him either.
“Do you want to check if there’s tea?” she 
asked before I knew she was awake. 
I pressed my body back against hers. She 
rubbed her nose on my ear before kissing it and 
sitting up.
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always stayed in the spare room, even while 
guests were there. Not unheard of, but not what 
I imagined our morning to be. He made us each 
a mug of tea. Allie and I sat smoking cigarettes 
on his window seat, cross-legged. The skin on 
my knees was hot where they pressed against 
hers. We blew smoke until we were burning 
filters and then tossed them.  
Seven stories up we watched our butts fall, 
our torsos following through the window. We 
were giddy if the smoking ends made it near 
a dumpster and guilty as hell when innocent 
strangers narrowly dodged the cherry. A quick, 
bright firework followed by a mini explosion as 
they yelled indiscernible curses in thick accents, 
wagging their fists up at the seventh floor. We 
laughed, ducking back into the apartment to 
escape.
Broden sat on a leopard couch and 
observed, his bare chest boldly exposed, wiry 
hairs and all. He wore tie-dyed parachute pants 
and apparently couldn’t tell how hideous his 
man feet were or how unpleasant I found his 
company. But the excitement that smoking 
indoors brought us simple Americans sure did 
amuse him.
“Really? So, you’d walk seven flights for 
every fag?” Broden asked. 
“There aren’t any seven-story buildings 
to navigate where I come from, but you risk 
frostbite going outside for each one,” I added as 
he and I sat awkwardly, alone for the first time.
“Well, wherever we smoke them, we don’t 
call them’ that,” said Allie, lighting a new one 
on her way to refill her tea. She was wearing 
retro yellow cross-country shorts with a white 
stripe down the side. They were tight enough 
to know she hadn’t put her underwear on yet. 
Her high white socks with yellow lines at the 
top matched too nicely for a girl who could not 
have possibly done school sports.
 Broden did. You could feel the banal 
soccer stories this guy wanted to tell by the 
way he leaned back on the couch, chin up, legs 
spread. Allie wouldn’t be into dudes like that; 
I sure wasn’t. Fred was laid back, nerdy even, 
boring maybe, but he wasn’t a douche. Whatever 
the case, her sporty tracksuit captured both of 
our attention. His gaze was uninterrupted by 
my noticing it. 
“After you two leave, I’m going home to 
Scotland, up the Highlands, to a small town like 
that. The Lost Village is its name.” Broden licked 
the seam of a joint he was rolling and smoothed 
it down with a thick, red finger. “Well, we live 
outside the Forest of the Lost Village. No one’s 
lived in any of its original structures in over a 
century. They’re magic... fighting nature and 
time.” 
Allie was back quickly then, sitting flush at 
Broden’s side, asking about her next adventure.
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I left to pack for my own. Two tiny blue 
buns tied on the top of her head and the crop-
top from the night before made for a lovely last 
picture of my dream girl. I looked up to the 
seventh floor from the ground, and there she 
was waving. I never felt so much alike, alike, alike... 
I could almost hear the Clash. I waved back 
and laughed when she tried to hit me with her 
cigarette butt. She seemed like she needed the 
Highlands or Broden. Whatever she needed, I 
started to realize what I didn’t.
I didn’t need to look for answers in someone 
who hadn’t found them. And who has? I didn’t 
need something from her or Fred, or from the 
world. I needed to be something. Preferably, 
happy.  Then, maybe, I could figure the rest out 
and love them just for the sake of it.
*   *   *
Allie’s vintage, high-waisted, cotton 
underwear flashed in the bus’s window and on 
the back of my eyelids. I was nodding off. I’d had 
little sleep and a rushed morning in my hotel 
room packing. I dreamt of Freddy begging me 
not to leave at the airport, asking if he could come 
with as I cruelly laughed and rolled through a 
metal detector. A movie played on the flight. 
Allie and Fred starred on screen, eating fish and 
fries on a bench. They laughed and fucked, and 
their faces blurred into one hideous person. As 
it focused I started to recognize who it was. The 
breaks wretched beneath me and I was startled 
out of my sleep. My frightened face sharpened, 
looking back at me in the window’s reflection.
A black car had clipped the curb and 
flipped upside down in front of us.  Meltdown 
expected, the wheat is growin’ thin… A man across 
the aisle from me looked at his girlfriend only 
briefly before rushing down the stairs and 
out of the bus’s accordion doors. That was 
something Freddy would do. A hand fell limply 
through the open window into a pile of broken 
glass. Engines stop running, but I have no fear… All 
around, people crunched the numbers. Would 
they miss their flight? ‘Cause London is drowning, 
and I, I live by the river…
I wanted to stay with the girl. I couldn’t get 
the notion out of my head as we approached the 
airport. She was helped from the car and laid on 
the ground. Forget it brother, you can go it alone…
Our bus had pulled away. I didn’t know if she 
would be ok, or if the next car would stay with 
her until an ambulance arrived. I thought she 
might’ve been on her way to the airport, and 
that maybe the accident saved her from her 
destination. Perhaps, she wasn’t meant to go by 
herself. Or, maybe, she wasn’t meant to go at all.
At the airport, I stared into my backpack. 
I couldn’t unpack it all again; I knew my wallet 
wasn’t there. Thank God, I’d kept my debit card 
in the cellophane of my cigarette pack, and I 
never let those out of my sight. I tried never to 
take my passport out of its secure pocket inside 
my carry on either.
So, I had some money, but the majority was 
on travel and credit cards left behind. I could 
technically make it to France, but I wouldn’t 
have enough to stay. It was fucked up, after 
everything, I couldn’t end the adventure on my 
terms. I powered on the cell phone that I used 
sparingly. Allie had written her number on one 
of the back pages of my journal, right beneath a 
doodle of “Freddy the Fox.”
“Hello?” Allie answered.
“It’s Greta. Are you already up in the 
Highlands?”
“Yeah, we got here this morning. You 
should see the cows they have. They look like 
fuckin teddy bears,” she comfortably ticked on. 
I wanted to listen to her snarky, sexy voice, but 
I was all too familiar with cows. I wasn’t calling 
to chat.
“I think I left my wallet at Broden’s. Did 
you happen to see it there?” 
“I certainly did. And you can certainly 
come and get it from me!”
“I can’t believe I left it. Holy fuck, what do 
I do?”
“You could, you know, come here. I’ll mail 
it to you otherwise. Anywhere you need it sent. 
But I do want you to come.”
I’d been traveling around this area for a 
while and knew it couldn’t cost more than a 
hundred dollars to get to Smirisary Village. 
I had just enough money to get there if I left 
Freddy waiting for me in France. It irritated me 
that she sounded excited at my misfortune. 
“My mom’s calling, I’ll call back and let you 
know.” Half a second after I’d said it, the phone 
fell out of my hand and landed face first on the 
concrete floor of the airport café. I cried into 
the triangle of my elbow, hunched over a sticky 
table.
“Oh, my heart. Dear, I couldn’t help but 
overhear.” The concern in her Irish accent made 
me smile.
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be making a 
scene,” I offered. When I looked up, two soft, 
white-headed women cocked their necks at me 
in concern.
“Your wallet’s gone, yeah? Safe though?” 
said the same voice that called me dear. She had 
a tangerine shade of lipstick and bright blue 
eyes.
“That’s right, only a week before I’m 
supposed to be home.” I was cut short by the 
next burst of dramatic tears. I didn’t want them 
to worry too much, but also kind of wanted one 
of them to hold me on her lap like an old nanny 
of mine used to.
“Can I give you some money?” the other 
woman asked. “My daughter’s in the States, and 
I’d hope someone would do the same for her.”
“That is so nice, the nicest thing anyone has 
ever offered me, but I have enough to get where 
I need to be. I can’t shake the feeling that these 
are all bad signs.” I gestured to the shattered 
screen of my phone. Then, my tears came for 
another reason.
“I must get ya something before my 
daughter comes to pick us up, so choose,” said 
the orange mouthed one. She winked and 
pinched the bottom of my chin, so I knew it was 
time to lift it.
“A hot chocolate to-go. I’m sure that’d 
help.” I attempted my brave smile. 
She came back with the largest size they 
had and an M&M covered Rice Krispy treat. 
When they left, I took my cocoa out to smoke 
a cigarette. I looked at the passport in my hand 
and then at the line of taxis in front of me. An 
ad on the side of one touted a sinister silhouette 
and the words “Black Siren Body Art.”  I longed 
to be enchanted again. Staring into the waters of 
her skin, under her spell. I snapped my head at 
an ambulance that wailed by, and when I turned 
back the tattoo ad and the cab, were gone.
*   *   *
“Um, excuse me, do you know which line 
I go in?” I asked a fit blonde woman in a blue 
pantsuit uniform.
“EU is automatic, everything else, over 
there,” she said in a surprisingly German accent 
and pointed towards a line positioned next to 
the glass wall.
“You look pretty young to be traveling 
alone,” said a girl my age. I’d been stuck stagnant 
next to her since un-boarding the plane. We 
were almost to the front of customs. I was 
shocked anyone would dare break out small talk 
when we were so close to escaping each other.
“I shouldn’t be for long. Hoping someone’s 
out there with flowers,” I quipped back.
 “That them?” She pointed at the glass wall 
I’d kept my back turned to.
I whipped around to look. He was bald, and 
I had to laugh. The man seemed offended at 
that, and I should’ve felt worse than I did. I was 
too caught up searching the rest of the room for 
someone who wasn’t there.
“No, but now I’m thinking about going 
home with the old fucker.”  I returned her sly 
smirk.
Once in the waiting area, there were no 
flowers. The only people there were speaking 
French, too thin and polished to be mistaken 
for Americans. Maybe Freddy had gotten in 
an accident, or maybe, he had met someone. 
Perhaps, I admitted to myself, when I was 
learning that I needed him, he learned not to 
need me.
In that case, I could leave and pretend I 
never showed. I could find another Allie and 
keep drifting. But I’d come all that way to do 
my searching. It was time to buck up and accept 
what I’d   found.    
*   *   *   
I left the bathroom stall and washed 
my face. I rubbed a wet paper towel into my 
ponytail where hardened lemonade remained. 
Some mascara I’d failed to remove had drifted 
like pieces of sand into the crusty inner corners 
of my eyes. I wasn’t about to let them water, 
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besides my best justifications. I stood firm 
for an hour in the face of countless beautiful, 
judgmental, impossibly happy foreign faces. 
If I could do that, I could enter and leave that 
bathroom, make a graceful exit from the airport 
and maybe, yes definitely, get to the hotel before 
I cried. Quit holding out and draw another breath… 
I didn’t. But I made it to the taxicab. I bawled 
to the dismay of a concerned and annoyed 
Englishman driving. He didn’t love my dramatic 
coughing and hyperventilation either. When 
we neared the hostel, where I’d sleep by myself 
in a twin bed in a room shared with strangers, 
he turned up the radio a bit. I stopped crying so 
I could hear the words.
London calling, yes, I was there, too
And you know what they said? Well, some of it 
was true! 
London calling at the top of the dial
And after all this, won’t you give me a smile?
He parked and handed me my bag. I made 
sure to meet his gaze. 
“Thank you,” I said, but couldn’t quite get 
myself to smile.
He seemed to recognize the meaningful 
squint I managed, though and smiled back. 
the science of hosting parties.
by hunter raab
Laugh, robotically, at my well timed joke. 
It was, mathematically, inputted to be funny. 
Not entirely unique, yet still its own: 
I am the host of this party. 
Please, enjoy, my fancy cheese
And wine, my priceless
Guest. 
Do you like my shirt? 
My scented candles?
My book shelf full of books?  
Bring family, or a friend, 
And I’ll entertain them(!) 
Just like the rest.
Your heart is my
Instrument, listen, 
As I play it like a fiddle. 
Do you enjoy a good Kanye song? 
I know him like a local. 
I hear him everyday
After all 
I am the host of this party. 
Please drive safe, 
Have a nice night, 
Will you come again? 
boy
by mary mccormick
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perfection.
Like when an English professor stops mid 
speech,
Searching for the right…
Like when a day is too good 
And you don’t want it to…
Like love at first sight, 
You made my life so much…
Like our morning showers 
And night walks you were…
Like how time flies, 
When you’re having…
But like waking from a dream
You weren’t who I thought you…
And just like everyone tells me, 
Perfection just doesn’t…
I lay as the grays of various shades
Fall off onto the uncomfortable concrete 
That does not move 
Intune
With the quiet, thin night clouds.
The road curves and changes name, 
While the cigarette forms synchrony 
With the sky above,
Peacefully
Intune with the quiet, thin night clouds. 
Above cold dry lips, 
In an empty warm moment,
The bright orange embers seem
Uniquely
Peaceful with the quiet, thin night clouds. 
As the last ashes fall
Off onto the road
That curves and changes name 
Unironically, 
And uniquely apart from the quiet, comfortable night 
clouds
I stand, separate from 
The thin, toxic, peaceful quiet night clouds
And live with all moments filled, 
Coldly, 
In my overly unironic human world.  
by hunter raab
thoughts on a quiet night street.
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Tigers are fiery beings. Many species of the 
same kingdom are powerful in their own rights, 
dominant even. Lions are kings, panthers are 
spies, pumas, lynxes, jaguars, jaguarondis, 
bobcats, cheetahs, ocelots, margays, servals and 
sand cats, all have moments of magnitude, but all 
prowl beneath these striped felines. Tigers exist 
in contrast. Orange and black, black and white, 
both coats stalking through jungle foliage. 
Tigers are prideful, but avoid boastful. Others 
can be shy and lethargic, but a tiger does not 
lounge. Tigers stalk, lurk, and cruise through 
jungle scenes as though to make all inhabitants 
aware. Where a lion would roar, a tiger purrs. 
Somewhere in Nevada, an elementary school 
still teaches its kindergarteners a song with the 
verse, “Lions and tigers live in Africa” meanwhile 
Asia is merely, “the bi-i-g one.” Tigers thrive 
in the little they are given. They care not for 
photo-ops during safaris, nor for movies calling 
them pink. Tigers exist in the individual. When 
pricked with a thorn, a tiger chuckles—they 
do not complain and whimper whilst making 
conversation with mice! No, tigers are a species 
sublime. Tigers rage, without regard to place or 
state of living.
*   *   *
There was once such a tiger. Within her 
lied all of the jungle—the hum of insects, the 
squawking of birds, the ooh-oohing and ahh-
ahhing of monk eys, the eternally pungent scent 
of greenery and life that invades one’s nostrils. 
Yet this ferocious beauty only held instincts 
inherited. She knew nothing from experience. 
Tatiana was her name, Siberian her descent.. 
Tatiana came to the zoo via purchase from 
a sanctuary where she was born in Eastern 
Mongolia. So, to be fair, she experienced the 
jungle, or at least the naturally occurring flora 
and fauna, , if only for a moment. 
If distant memories lingered, we will never 
know. Tatiana grew beneath the chilling fog of 
a San Francisco morning, the dampness of a 
sea breeze, and the beige walls of her pit. The 
mild days of the spring and fall when skies 
were blue, and her small grass patch with an 
oak/birch “forest,” offered a contrast only a 
tiger could appreciate. As a kitten she played 
with two other resident tigers, Loki and Luna, 
a white coated boy and a deeply orange girl. 
They would splash in the pool and frolic about 
their beige-cement pit, while enjoying the 
innocence ignorance gives to children. Her 
adopted mother, Maravilla, was quite old, and 
the budding beasts she tended would be her last 
litter. Maravilla had served the San Francisco 
zoo well. Eventually, they decided it was simply 
her time. 
After Maravilla disappeared from Tatiana, 
so too went her brothers and sisters—sold 
off to entertain elsewhere. Tatiana became 
the matriarch, and the main attraction of the 
“Cats!” section. Oh how she had grown! Her 
legs were strong from swimming and pouncing 
on the meat the zookeepers hid for her. Tatiana 
surely loved the cheering crowd when she leapt 
high towards the branches, and came down 
victorious with the leg of some bovine. She 
loved the giggles, the pointed fingers, and the 
“Look mommy!” she received during her swims 
when she played with the big red ball. Her belly 
never grew to the size of the lion’s, nor did her 
ribs expose themselves like the three cheetahs. 
Tatiana was a feline superb, perfectly fit for 
captivity. 
But as time ticked on, her youthfulness 
drained from her once-gleaming eyes. Her legs 
became less defined, and her belly obese. She 
swam not to play, but to cool herself from the 
damp and salty air. The vividness of her coat 
became dreary. The fluff of kitten fur shed into 
a youthful memory. The stark, cutting black 
stripes seemed to have dulled into mundane 
butter knives. Soon the zookeepers (who did 
love her dearly) had stopped hanging and 
hiding her meals, and after several botched 
attempts of Tatiana trying to snatch it from 
dangling branches, resorting to underhanded 
lobs aimed at her feet. Although the advertising 
of Tatiana still persisted, as no newer, livelier 
kittens had found their way into the confines of 
San Francisco, the traffic became stagnant. The 
once-spry and blazing tiger cub… now the cat 
which families hoped would be “active” during 
their visits.
They thought she was simply depressed. A 
classic case of the feline blues. They gave her 
new toys in hopes of awakening her more comic, 
and more marketable side. A blue ball instead of 
a red one, and a trapezoid shaped wooden jungle 
gym, even equipped with a dangling rubber tire. 
She gave the ball no attention. Soon the tire had 
been chewed and clawed off the rope, and she 
used the platform for the shade beneath, and 
basking in the sun atop.
Spectators once wearing smiles, now 
cocked their heads and frowned at the 
disappointing creature laying below them. They 
would murmur, “She’s not what she used to be” 
and console their children, “It’s okay, she’s just 
getting old” although nothing could be further 
from fact. Tatiana laid in her blotch of shade 
defeated, staring up at those big beige walls. She 
was seldom stirred by the shouting of bolder 
individuals, “C’mon girl! Move dammit!” some 
would even go further and throw peanuts and 
sodas at her, yelling, “Lame!” and “Stupid 
cat” as they moved onward to different cages. 
Every so often a projectile struck her and she 
would leap into pouncing form. Her ferocious 
fangs and hissing reminded the jesters of her 
origins. The scoundrels would hoot and holler 
at Tatiana’s flash life, her final thread of instinct.
Day by day, her tiger orange faded into 
a tame shade of amber, her stripes now 
insignificant and sheenless, her eyes timid and 
droopy. Meals were expected, and Tatiana no 
longer came bounding towards them, leaving 
them lying in dirt for a time preserved for 
boredom. Tatiana became just another “Cat!” 
and the zoo-goers walked slowly, only in search 
of felines with enough moxie to move. There 
was a new male lion on display, and one of the 
cheetah’s had kittens, along with the refurbished 
baboon exhibit. The beam of limelight had left 
her pit, and moved on towards younger, more 
marketable horizons.  
*   *   *
On one Christmas morning, the zoo was 
tightly wrapped in the fog of San Francisco. 
Tatiana lay beneath the white mass in her pit, 
performing her daily routine—lounging, then 
eating, repeating with intermittent napping, the 
lounging and napping often blending together 
in a haze-like state. On this day, the zoo was 
desolate. The few attendees perhaps never 
seeing one and other through the thick, moist 
cloudage. Most families resided in their homes, 
embracing some gifts and discarding others, 
few choosing to experience the caged kingdom. 
Nonetheless, the zoo had its populace, and in 
the mind of Tatiana’s it yielded no difference 
than the day before, nor would it on the day 
after. 
She had received no molestation or 
provocation on this day, one might deem it a 
Christmas gift of the intangible kind. Tatiana 
lived within her beige-walled and boring 
blamage for a little over four years now. A simple 
gaze into her eyes could show the impact on her 
vitality. If not defeated, the Siberian Queen 
grew ever closer with each drop of the moon 
and rise of the sun. Even the zookeepers, who 
sadly, now held the title of her closest and only 
companions, had moved onward to different 
exhibits that required more focus. She lay in her 
pit, a feline forgotten.
Tatiana rose from her daze, putting her paws 
forward and rump to the air while stretching 
her lengthy back. She putzed around her pit, 
itching her back on the occasional branch, 
drinking from her stale pool. One of her ears 
cocked, and she looked to the only horizon 
she knew towards a commotion of loud and 
babbling voices. Three drunk men, just passed 
high school age, had approached her display. 
They wore taunts like brass badges.
“Hiya bitch. Look at you! Standing up! 
Wow. Man, I oughtta tip you.” One said.
“You look so dumb!” this one shouted as 
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Tatiana was her name, Siberian her descent.. 
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were blue, and her small grass patch with an 
oak/birch “forest,” offered a contrast only a 
tiger could appreciate. As a kitten she played 
with two other resident tigers, Loki and Luna, 
a white coated boy and a deeply orange girl. 
They would splash in the pool and frolic about 
their beige-cement pit, while enjoying the 
innocence ignorance gives to children. Her 
adopted mother, Maravilla, was quite old, and 
the budding beasts she tended would be her last 
litter. Maravilla had served the San Francisco 
zoo well. Eventually, they decided it was simply 
her time. 
After Maravilla disappeared from Tatiana, 
so too went her brothers and sisters—sold 
off to entertain elsewhere. Tatiana became 
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lobs aimed at her feet. Although the advertising 
of Tatiana still persisted, as no newer, livelier 
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gym, even equipped with a dangling rubber tire. 
She gave the ball no attention. Soon the tire had 
been chewed and clawed off the rope, and she 
used the platform for the shade beneath, and 
basking in the sun atop.
Spectators once wearing smiles, now 
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would murmur, “She’s not what she used to be” 
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getting old” although nothing could be further 
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origins. The scoundrels would hoot and holler 
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a tame shade of amber, her stripes now 
insignificant and sheenless, her eyes timid and 
droopy. Meals were expected, and Tatiana no 
longer came bounding towards them, leaving 
them lying in dirt for a time preserved for 
boredom. Tatiana became just another “Cat!” 
and the zoo-goers walked slowly, only in search 
of felines with enough moxie to move. There 
was a new male lion on display, and one of the 
cheetah’s had kittens, along with the refurbished 
baboon exhibit. The beam of limelight had left 
her pit, and moved on towards younger, more 
marketable horizons.  
*   *   *
On one Christmas morning, the zoo was 
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Tatiana lay beneath the white mass in her pit, 
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eating, repeating with intermittent napping, the 
lounging and napping often blending together 
in a haze-like state. On this day, the zoo was 
desolate. The few attendees perhaps never 
seeing one and other through the thick, moist 
cloudage. Most families resided in their homes, 
embracing some gifts and discarding others, 
few choosing to experience the caged kingdom. 
Nonetheless, the zoo had its populace, and in 
the mind of Tatiana’s it yielded no difference 
than the day before, nor would it on the day 
after. 
She had received no molestation or 
provocation on this day, one might deem it a 
Christmas gift of the intangible kind. Tatiana 
lived within her beige-walled and boring 
blamage for a little over four years now. A simple 
gaze into her eyes could show the impact on her 
vitality. If not defeated, the Siberian Queen 
grew ever closer with each drop of the moon 
and rise of the sun. Even the zookeepers, who 
sadly, now held the title of her closest and only 
companions, had moved onward to different 
exhibits that required more focus. She lay in her 
pit, a feline forgotten.
Tatiana rose from her daze, putting her paws 
forward and rump to the air while stretching 
her lengthy back. She putzed around her pit, 
itching her back on the occasional branch, 
drinking from her stale pool. One of her ears 
cocked, and she looked to the only horizon 
she knew towards a commotion of loud and 
babbling voices. Three drunk men, just passed 
high school age, had approached her display. 
They wore taunts like brass badges.
“Hiya bitch. Look at you! Standing up! 
Wow. Man, I oughtta tip you.” One said.
“You look so dumb!” this one shouted as 
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though he had never been heard before, “how’s 
it feel to be in a pit, huh? I bet you wish you 
could get on up here, too bad your stuck in your 
hole!” he spat at Tatiana, almost hitting her. 
She dodged her head and turned away for a few 
steps before coming back broadside. A cycle 
which she was accustomed to, but these “men” 
seemed at odds with the flustered ones she 
experienced past. They were proud, and joyful 
in their actions.
“Tiger, tiger burning bright, suck my dick 
for my delight.” The third said. They all gave 
extravagant laughs and rejoiced with each 
other. The one who spoke second took a sloppy 
hand full of peanuts and threw them down at 
Tatiana with evil intent. She hissed over her 
shoulder and attempted to distance herself. 
“Ohhh would ya look at that bad bitch 
roar!” 
“Aww. You pretty lady, you wanna get outta 
your hole? Wanna try a peanut? Well here you 
go!” He drew out the phrase like he had given 
Tatiana a brand new car, and threw another 
peanut at her. 
Tatiana approached the wall of the pit, now 
awake and enraged. She stood on her thick hind 
legs and set her paws against the wall of her pit. 
Her teeth exposed like ivory stalactites falling 
from the wildest of caverns. Her eyes grew hot 
like embers and burned into the men above 
her. Two of them flinched backwards, the one 
spilling some of his peanuts. 
“Fuck that!” the one seeming youngest 
said, “we’re done here. Where them cheetah 
cubs at?”
“Pussy. Poor hunny’s still stuck in her hole. 
Can’t do a goddamn thing. Stupid cat.” He spat 
again. Tatiana closed an eye and twitched her 
head. “C’mon let’s move. Bitch’s passed her 
prime anyway.” They left the pit, seemingly for 
animals more susceptible to cruelty. 
Tatiana declined from her position on the 
wall. She circled round in her pit once and gave 
a snarly, shouted roar towards the direction 
of the cruel men, a “fuck you” of her own. 
Onlookers gathered towards the pit to witness 
the revival of spirit the tiger showed. The great 
roar was heard by the three, and the one who 
spit turned round and came back to the edge of 
the pit.
“You tryin’ to scare me cat? You can’t scare 
me! I’ll scare you!” he said while pointing a thin, 
crooked finger. 
“Hey man lets go. We got a crowd now” one 
said. 
“One sec. I gotta teach ol’ Tatiana here 
a little lesson about how to treat a superior 
species.” The man grasped the railing and 
leapt onto the between area of the fence and 
pit. He said as he pulled out his penis, “Fuck 
you, tiger” and peed on the head of Tatiana. It 
was not a long pee, nor was it merely a trickle. 
People stood with mouths agape, speechless at 
the cruel act. Not a word was spoken. All was 
silent around the pit, aside from the trickling 
and splattering sounds of urine hitting the pit 
and Tatiana’s skull.
She stood motionless. Her head faced 
down, taking small steps in attempt to avoid 
the flow. He shook his appendage off with a few 
snarky snickers, and disappeared into the fog, 
his middle finger raised over his shoulder.
The audience ushered their kids away from 
the dismal scene, whispering lessons of what 
not to do when visiting the tiger pit. Tatiana 
shook her head and coat off, and walked in 
small circles. She paused for brief seconds, 
either licking her fur, or staring up towards her 
ever horrid horizon.  She took one more circle, 
then crouched. Her shoulders pointed high 
over her spine, her thighs seemed to quiver. 
Tatiana leapt. She pounced high up onto the 
wall. Her front paws upon the moat where he 
drenched her, and her back paws kicked and 
clawed ferociously. A leap so effortless, so 
purely simple. She was up and over the wall 
faster than she swatted her meals from the tree. 
But she did not continue her crawl, the men had 
travelled far away by now, so Tatiana pranced.
The alarms had gone off. Sirens sounded 
at every corner for people to either evacuate 
or stay still if they saw her majesty strutting 
by. How free she must have felt. She strolled 
through a world unseen, entirely unaware of 
the screaming onlookers and fainting zoo-goers. 
Security would approach her, but equipped 
only with stun guns they eagerly backed away 
after the slightest twitch from Tatiana towards 
there direction. Yes, the zoo had tranquilizer 
guns, but there being locked away in basement 
floors closest to the cage doors made response 
time irrelevant. Tatiana knew her target, and its 
distance. 
The three drunken men were too in their 
element to understand the high-pitched echo of 
the sirens. “Shit. Fire drill,” one said. 
“Place sucks anyway,” said another, as they 
changed route to follow the exit signs. 
“Woah, wait a sec. Listen,” said the spatter 
and urinator, “Holy shit!” he heard the message 
blaring through the loudspeaker, as did the 
others. 
The tiger is out of the pit. Please proceed to the 
exit and stay calm. 
“Jesus. We gotta get the fuck outta here.” 
They ran towards the exit. To their own luck, 
the turnstiles were already in view, revealed 
by the bevy of people squeezing and smashing 
through the eight gates simultaneously. Their 
sobriety shocked back into their dim-witted 
minds. The men ran. They shoved and hollered 
and swore and hit any man or woman clogging 
their path to freedom. 
Through the masses, some now-good 
Samaritans pointed towards them in declaration. 
“It’s their fault!” and “Get ‘em!” and “He peed 
on the tiger!” etc. but any mob in mania seldom 
listens. They operate selfishly. It’s an instinct in 
and of itself; protect oneself, and in doing so, 
the fruit of one’s loins is also protected.
The crowd noise heightened. Angry 
chatter turned to fearful screams. Tatiana, in 
the most tactical of prowls, weaved her way 
through the crowd and towards the exit. She 
trotted past children and stepped over fallen 
tourists, who now looked upwards towards 
her. The spatter and his posse made way up 
and over the turnstiles, and sprinted towards 
their car. A bound more graceful than before 
vaulted Tatiana up and over the entrance, 
hotly pursuing one man embodying her entire 
existence. Tatiana saw her object through 
rejuvenated eyes. Now, she hunted.
In two great strides she was at sprint. The 
spatter only meters away now. He looked over 
his shoulder while he ran without a destination. 
The two other men had turned into a row of cars 
for shelter, or at least a buffer from the beast. 
While they were amongst automobiles and a 
pallet of colors, their comrade, the assailant, 
ran contrasted with the black asphalt and the 
striped feline. Tatiana took to the skies. She was 
calm and as she was pure. She seemed to hang 
in the air while her shadow descended over the 
man who shamed her. As she leapt, the clouds 
parted. The sun struck her back and revealed 
her razor stripes, her fiery coat. She landed on 
his shoulders, and took him by the neck. Any 
sound he may have made was suffocated by the 
wildness that overtook his being. In fact, there 
was no sound. His intended screams oozed out 
into deep, guttural sobs. He was unconscious, 
and he was doomed. Tatiana took his right 
arm from his body, and basked on the black 
pavement whilst consuming. 
The rapidly approaching sirens broke the 
mumbling and weeping. Most departed towards 
greener pastures, yet some stayed either in awe 
and/or lack of access to their vehicle. People 
discussed their opinions, and zoo management 
encouraged those remaining to “Move along,” 
as there was, “nothing to see now.” Six patrol 
cars screeched into the parking area. There 
was ordering and commanding amongst them, 
and six armed men, ordered to protect the law, 
hustled to the trunk of their cars, reemerging 
with AR-15s. 
Tatiana lay calm. The white fluff of her 
chin, chest, and paws now blended smoothly 
from the red of blood to the orange of her coat. 
She licked her lips, and yawned before going 
back for another bite or two. A forest of faces 
gathered against the fate upon the blacktop, 
awed by her stoic mannerisms. 
The officers approached her slowly, 
hesitantly, while they reached their three-meter 
distance from which they were allowed to raise 
their rifles. None had seen, and fewer had ever 
dreamt of seeing a man eaten alive at such close 
proximity. 
“Ready!” Beckoned the one wielding the 
campaign hat.
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roar was heard by the three, and the one who 
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the pit.
“You tryin’ to scare me cat? You can’t scare 
me! I’ll scare you!” he said while pointing a thin, 
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“Hey man lets go. We got a crowd now” one 
said. 
“One sec. I gotta teach ol’ Tatiana here 
a little lesson about how to treat a superior 
species.” The man grasped the railing and 
leapt onto the between area of the fence and 
pit. He said as he pulled out his penis, “Fuck 
you, tiger” and peed on the head of Tatiana. It 
was not a long pee, nor was it merely a trickle. 
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the cruel act. Not a word was spoken. All was 
silent around the pit, aside from the trickling 
and splattering sounds of urine hitting the pit 
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shook her head and coat off, and walked in 
small circles. She paused for brief seconds, 
either licking her fur, or staring up towards her 
ever horrid horizon.  She took one more circle, 
then crouched. Her shoulders pointed high 
over her spine, her thighs seemed to quiver. 
Tatiana leapt. She pounced high up onto the 
wall. Her front paws upon the moat where he 
drenched her, and her back paws kicked and 
clawed ferociously. A leap so effortless, so 
purely simple. She was up and over the wall 
faster than she swatted her meals from the tree. 
But she did not continue her crawl, the men had 
travelled far away by now, so Tatiana pranced.
The alarms had gone off. Sirens sounded 
at every corner for people to either evacuate 
or stay still if they saw her majesty strutting 
by. How free she must have felt. She strolled 
through a world unseen, entirely unaware of 
the screaming onlookers and fainting zoo-goers. 
Security would approach her, but equipped 
only with stun guns they eagerly backed away 
after the slightest twitch from Tatiana towards 
there direction. Yes, the zoo had tranquilizer 
guns, but there being locked away in basement 
floors closest to the cage doors made response 
time irrelevant. Tatiana knew her target, and its 
distance. 
The three drunken men were too in their 
element to understand the high-pitched echo of 
the sirens. “Shit. Fire drill,” one said. 
“Place sucks anyway,” said another, as they 
changed route to follow the exit signs. 
“Woah, wait a sec. Listen,” said the spatter 
and urinator, “Holy shit!” he heard the message 
blaring through the loudspeaker, as did the 
others. 
The tiger is out of the pit. Please proceed to the 
exit and stay calm. 
“Jesus. We gotta get the fuck outta here.” 
They ran towards the exit. To their own luck, 
the turnstiles were already in view, revealed 
by the bevy of people squeezing and smashing 
through the eight gates simultaneously. Their 
sobriety shocked back into their dim-witted 
minds. The men ran. They shoved and hollered 
and swore and hit any man or woman clogging 
their path to freedom. 
Through the masses, some now-good 
Samaritans pointed towards them in declaration. 
“It’s their fault!” and “Get ‘em!” and “He peed 
on the tiger!” etc. but any mob in mania seldom 
listens. They operate selfishly. It’s an instinct in 
and of itself; protect oneself, and in doing so, 
the fruit of one’s loins is also protected.
The crowd noise heightened. Angry 
chatter turned to fearful screams. Tatiana, in 
the most tactical of prowls, weaved her way 
through the crowd and towards the exit. She 
trotted past children and stepped over fallen 
tourists, who now looked upwards towards 
her. The spatter and his posse made way up 
and over the turnstiles, and sprinted towards 
their car. A bound more graceful than before 
vaulted Tatiana up and over the entrance, 
hotly pursuing one man embodying her entire 
existence. Tatiana saw her object through 
rejuvenated eyes. Now, she hunted.
In two great strides she was at sprint. The 
spatter only meters away now. He looked over 
his shoulder while he ran without a destination. 
The two other men had turned into a row of cars 
for shelter, or at least a buffer from the beast. 
While they were amongst automobiles and a 
pallet of colors, their comrade, the assailant, 
ran contrasted with the black asphalt and the 
striped feline. Tatiana took to the skies. She was 
calm and as she was pure. She seemed to hang 
in the air while her shadow descended over the 
man who shamed her. As she leapt, the clouds 
parted. The sun struck her back and revealed 
her razor stripes, her fiery coat. She landed on 
his shoulders, and took him by the neck. Any 
sound he may have made was suffocated by the 
wildness that overtook his being. In fact, there 
was no sound. His intended screams oozed out 
into deep, guttural sobs. He was unconscious, 
and he was doomed. Tatiana took his right 
arm from his body, and basked on the black 
pavement whilst consuming. 
The rapidly approaching sirens broke the 
mumbling and weeping. Most departed towards 
greener pastures, yet some stayed either in awe 
and/or lack of access to their vehicle. People 
discussed their opinions, and zoo management 
encouraged those remaining to “Move along,” 
as there was, “nothing to see now.” Six patrol 
cars screeched into the parking area. There 
was ordering and commanding amongst them, 
and six armed men, ordered to protect the law, 
hustled to the trunk of their cars, reemerging 
with AR-15s. 
Tatiana lay calm. The white fluff of her 
chin, chest, and paws now blended smoothly 
from the red of blood to the orange of her coat. 
She licked her lips, and yawned before going 
back for another bite or two. A forest of faces 
gathered against the fate upon the blacktop, 
awed by her stoic mannerisms. 
The officers approached her slowly, 
hesitantly, while they reached their three-meter 
distance from which they were allowed to raise 
their rifles. None had seen, and fewer had ever 
dreamt of seeing a man eaten alive at such close 
proximity. 
“Ready!” Beckoned the one wielding the 
campaign hat.
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Tatiana rose her head, and looked over her 
shoulder towards the ruckus.
“Aim!”
Startled and protective over her vengeful 
meal, she bolted upright and faced the firing 
squad and its flashing lights. She opened her 
mouth to roar at the deep and distant skies. The 
knees of men in uniform clattered together and 
their dreadful hands shook as they aimed.
“Fire!” 
Six shots rang out in unison. 
The crowd roared, oohed, awed, and 
the seldom few sobbed. Tatiana lay upon the 
pavement defeated. The fire of her eyes seized 
by a rain of spears thrown from the star shaped 
blasting of barrels. Her orange coat burned 
bright between the asphalt and white skies. 
Tatiana’s hammering heart drifted into distant 
thumping and eventually faded off in eternal 
silence. Her livelihood lost amidst instincts 
regained. Dreadful feet shuffled away in 
dispersion, towards their lives as they were, and 
will always remain. gold mine
by michael edwards
comms up
by michael edwards
sparrow
by luke larkin
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My hand was shaking so much it was hard 
to read, but it was unmistakably positive. My 
skin felt hot and flushed. Maybe it was a faulty 
test or maybe I didn’t use it right. I spent my last 
seven dollars on the damn thing.
My breath caught in my throat as I sank to 
the dirty bathroom floor. Emma’s clothes sat in a 
pile by the grimy tub, and her bath toys sat at the 
edge, still dripping from this morning. Thinking 
back to this morning, my brother Alden had 
wrestled her into the water and wrapped her 
up in a ratty green towel. It had been a battle 
since the water heater broke months ago back 
in October, and keeping the place tidy was not 
our highest priority.
I held her as he left to get her clothes, and 
she snuggled closer to me. Taking care of her 
had at least gotten easier since she’d been in 
school. Alden became our legal guardian when 
Mom died, and Emma was two then. He worked 
so often I had to skip school to watch her.
“I hate baths,” Emma said, frowning.
“I’m not used to this either,” I said.
Alden returned with a small sweater and 
jeans and tugged them on her. He tousled her 
hair a bit and picked her up. “Taylor, you have 
15 minutes before school,” he told me over his 
shoulder as he left.
“I know the drill, Alden,” I said. I closed 
the door and used the toilet. It had been awhile 
since I had my period.
After school, I went to the drugstore near 
our house, and thirty minutes later I was on the 
bathroom floor, staring at a pink stick with a 
plus sign in the middle of it. I picked through 
the pile of towels to see if there was one that was 
clean enough to wipe my face. 
I tried to regain my composure in the 
mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, and my red 
hair dangled in my eyes. I wished I could take a 
hot shower. Wiping the smeared mascara from 
my cheeks, I picked up the test again, shoving it 
in my back pocket.
“Tay, are you done in there?” Alden said 
through the door. 
I leaned against the counter. “Uh, yeah. 
One sec,” I said. I blotted my eyes with toilet 
paper and opened the door.
“You okay?” he asked. His thick eyebrows 
furrowed between his blue eyes.
“I’m fine,” I said, pushing past him toward 
my room.
Emma and I shared a bedroom; it was just 
big enough for the two of us. Her side held a 
small bed sheltering a few ratty stuffed animals. 
Crayon drawings of stick figures and flowers 
dotted the wall above her bed. My side was 
littered with Phil’s Burgers uniform polos, the 
occasional burger wrapper, and a few old CDs. 
A small nightstand sat by my bed. I pulled open 
the drawer and dug for my cigarette stash, where 
I hid a few in an old sock at the back. Old butts 
crusted the bottom and the gray dust drifted 
toward my nose. I shook the sock upside down, 
but it was empty. I looked at the test again as if to 
see if it had changed its answer. Disappointed, I 
threw it in the back of the drawer.
“Taylor?” Alden said behind me.
I spun around, throwing the sock in the 
drawer. “Yeah?”
“The bathroom faucet is acting up again. 
Can you fix it?”
“Why can’t you?”
“I’m helping Emma with her homework,” 
he said, studying me. “What’s up with you?”
“Nothing. I’ll fix it.” I rubbed the bridge of 
my freckled nose. Damn sink is always leaking.
“Are you okay?” he asked, hesitating in the 
doorway. He cocked an eyebrow unconvincingly 
as I nodded and smiled weakly.
“Okay, then. Tools are in the closet.”
I studied the rusty pipe underneath the 
counter. A steady stream of rusty water trickled 
to the ground, ending in a bloody looking 
puddle. I wrapped a washcloth taut around the 
leak, grabbed a wrench from the hallway closet 
and tightened the bolts around the pipe. My 
hands were shaking too much to get a hold on 
it. I slammed the wrench on the ground and 
cursed under my breath, combing my fingers 
through my hair. I managed to slow the stream. 
That would have to do.
The dining table sat just to the right of the 
staircase, where I would always bash my knee 
when I would fly down the stairs when going to 
school. The kitchen was a mix of mustard yellow 
cabinets and cheap laminate countertops. Our 
washer wobbled and shook as it ran a load of 
laundry. Alden sat at the table, helping Emma 
with her spelling homework. I texted Greg to 
meet me and tugged on my blue puffy jacket. A 
large rip exposed the fluff by my right elbow.
“Where you going?” Alden asked.
“I’m gonna go see Greg.”
He sighed. “Well take your phone and be 
back by eight. Last time you were with him, you 
were late. Oh, and pick up some milk, would 
ya?”
I pulled out my flip phone and checked the 
battery. Then, I checked my wallet, hoping the 
seven dollars I spent earlier would magically 
reappear. “I’m broke,” I said. “I don’t get paid 
until next week.”
“I thought you had some money?” he said. 
“Whatever. Here.” He handed me four dollars. 
“You’ll buy it next time.”
I walked to the park by our house, towards 
the rusty swing set and decaying basketball 
court. One net missing since I could remember, 
the other still hanging on by a thread. I sat down 
on a swing, its icy chains sticking to my palms. 
The wind flowed through my body through the 
rip in my sleeve, chilling me to the core. I looked 
toward the end of the neighborhood where the 
drugstore stood, the money from Alden heavy 
in my pocket. One more test couldn’t hurt.
Last time Greg and I had sex was about a 
month ago. He told me the condom broke and I 
got scared. I almost made him stop. He held me 
for a long time, telling me that it was normal to 
feel afraid, and that the odds were low. I didn’t 
want him to stop, his warm skin was nice, and 
he smelled like my favorite cheap body spray. 
He told me it was probably fine, and that he 
would buy me Plan B. We relaxed after that. Or, 
he did.
When we first met in math class our 
junior year of high school, Greg struggled with 
calculus. After class one day, I overheard our 
teacher tell him he might fail. I thought maybe 
I could earn some extra cash if I helped him; he 
was cute anyway.
“I’m looking for someone to tutor, if you’re 
interested,” I said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I 
just thought you’d like to know.”
Our teacher smiled, and Greg looked 
embarrassed. He came up to me the next day, 
agreeing to meet weekly. I got twenty dollars a 
study session from his parents.
“I’m so glad you’re helping him out,” 
his mom always said. They would let me 
stay for dinner most nights, and she always 
made a variety of dishes. Barbecue ribs, gooey 
enchiladas, Cornish game hens. They had 
potato salad, French onion soup, and warm 
rolls. She’d put leftovers for me in fancy glass 
Tupperware, insisting I could bring it back 
whenever. Something in the way she tilted her 
head had me returning it promptly, clean, the 
next day.
Once Greg and I started dating, they didn’t 
pay me anymore. That was alright though, 
because at that point I’d fallen behind myself, 
and his parents weren’t getting all that much 
bang for their buck. He would pick me up from 
school and drive me to work. He’d wait for me to 
get off at Phil’s Burgers most nights, shining his 
headlights through the fingerprinted windows 
and honking. He got an A in the class.
The cold air stung in my lungs. My fingers 
burned as I peeled them from the frozen chain 
and flipped open my phone to check how many 
minutes I had left. Ten minutes was all I had left 
for another week. I decided to dial him anyway 
instead of walking the short block to his front 
porch.
“Greg, I’ve been waiting a while. I need you 
to meet me at the park, like right now,” I asserted.
“I’m eating dinner with my family, Taylor,” 
he said.
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“No, I need you here now. I have to talk to 
you.” There was shuffling on the other line.
“Okay, let me finish up here and I’ll head 
over,” he said and hung up.
I lost my pair of gloves at school, with seven 
dollars I could’ve bought another. I pulled a 
bill Alden gave me from my wallet. It was crisp 
and green. Shitty, that a piece of paper with the 
wrong president on it would decide my fate. 
Smug George Washington with his wooden 
teeth. I shoved it back in my pocket and swayed 
slowly on the swing. 
The sunset seemed so much brighter during 
the winter. My mom loved looking at sunsets, 
her favorites haloed the stony snowbanks 
and towering mountains. We still had some 
paintings she did of them, one hanging in the 
kitchen and living room. I think it helped her 
cope. Perhaps, one of them was painted on a day 
like the one I was having, waiting for help that 
would never show up.
I looked up and saw Greg walk from the 
newly paved sidewalks that led from the cul-de-
sac he lived in. His dark hair furled up around 
his beanie and his leather jacket was fading. He 
always made a cute, quirky smile when he saw 
me, like he was embarrassed to be in front of me.
“Hey,” he said, sitting on the swing next to 
me. “So, what’s up?”
“Aren’t you gonna ask me how my day 
was?” I asked.
“Well, didn’t I just see you at school?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I looked down where the 
fake shearling was peeping out of my boots.
“Are you okay? You seemed urgent on the 
phone.” The hinges of Greg’s swing squeaked 
as he shifted uncomfortably in the silence.
I avoided eye contact. “Yeah, I uh… do you 
remember the… accident from last month?” He 
frowned, then nodded. “Yeah.”
“And you remember telling me that uh… 
you’d buy me that Plan B stuff?”
His eyes widened, and he shifted again. 
“Oh, uh, yeah. I thought I gave you the money 
for that.”
I shook my head. “I thought you were 
getting around to it. Then, by the time I got paid 
it was too late. I had to help Alden with rent, 
too.”
He scratched under his beanie nervously. 
“Well, is everything okay? I mean, are you like 
late, or whatever?”
“Greg,” I said, hesitating before I let my 
words tumble out. “I spent the last of my money 
on a pregnancy test today and it was positive.”
He was quiet and jammed the toe of his 
shoe in the gravel and his hands into his coat 
pockets. I waited a minute for a response, but 
he said nothing.
“Greg, I’m pregnant.”
He shot up from the swing. “Are you sure? 
Because those can be very inaccurate,” he said.
“Well I could buy another one, but I really 
don’t have the money. I’m pretty sure I didn’t 
mess it up.” 
He started pacing and kicked some gravel 
toward the basketball court. I steadied myself 
on the frosty frame of the swing set.
“No, Taylor you can’t be. We used a 
condom.”
“It broke, Greg. You told me it did.”
“No, no, no, no. I can’t, I just…”
“I don’t know what to do. I had to tell you.”
He leaned on the swing, holding onto the 
chain. “I should have never done anything with 
you.” He crouched on the ground and threw a 
handful of gravel, facing away from me. “What 
was I doing with a Section 8 chick?”
I backed away from him. “I should have 
never messed around with you,” I yelled. “You 
promised you’d get me that Plan B.”
“I’m not your mom,” he said, standing up. 
“It’s not my fault you don’t have one.”
I turned my back to him and walked toward 
the drugstore at my end of the neighborhood. 
The sidewalks began to crack and rise unevenly. 
I flicked my Bic lighter as I went.
*   *   *
I slammed the front door shut and ran up 
the stairs without saying anything to Alden. 
The TV wobbled on its stand where he and 
Emma were watching a fuzzy news anchor’s 
face. I flopped on my bed, crying. A light knock 
came from the door and I shifted my face away, 
trying to wipe the tears from my eyes.
“Thanks for being early. Did you go to the 
store?” Alden asked.
“Wha? Uh… no I forgot,” I sniffled. Shit. 
“I’ll go right now and get it.” I quickly went for 
the hallway, but he stopped me. He grabbed my 
shoulders and squared up to me, tilting my chin 
up to his eyes. His features were soft but stern. 
Stubble peppered his jaws and cheeks.
“What happened?”
I shook my head. What had happened?
“Taylor, stop. Did Greg, like, break up with 
you or something?”
“Yeah, he did. He didn’t want to be with 
some poor broad. Can you believe it?” I laughed 
and pushed passed him, stomping down the 
stairs.
“Tay, just wait for a sec. Don’t worry about 
the milk. Talk to me.”
I was already out the door, ignoring his 
calls. The sidewalk was wet and the street lights 
turned the white snow yellow. Everything 
blurred beyond the film of tears in my eyes and 
my foot hit a crack in the sidewalk. I tripped 
past the curb and onto the empty street. I laid 
there wondering how long it’d be before a car 
passed by my head. None did. I stood, my breath 
puffed from my lips, and my shoulders shivered. 
I found the white lights of the drugstore, and as I 
brushed slush off my jeans, I spotted a ten dollar 
bill on the doormat. I picked it up and shoved it 
in my pocket, looking behind me.
The bell dinged as I entered. The clerk 
behind the counter stood up and smiled at me. I 
opened the cooler, grabbed a gallon of milk, and 
walked to the register.
“Oh, and some menthols,” I said, pulling 
out my ID.
The clerk took a pack from the shelves 
behind her, then paused a moment before she 
scanned the milk.
“You sure you want these?” she said with 
her hand on the pack. “I remember your momma 
around your age. She never could quit ‘em.” 
How long had this lady been working here? I 
nodded and handed her my ID. “That’s a pretty 
stupid thing to remember about a person,” I 
said.
“Well, I also remember you buying that test 
earlier.”
I felt my cheeks getting hot. “So what?”
She raised an eyebrow. I threw the ten 
dollar bill on the counter. She sighed as she 
shuffled through the register for my change. I 
smiled politely and walked out with my milk 
and cigarettes.
I sat on the curb outside, breaking the 
seal and taking a drink before setting the jug 
beside me. I pulled a cigarette out and studied 
it. I turned it in my fingers and put it to my 
lips, taking my lighter out. The flame felt nice 
as I cupped it to the end of the cigarette. The 
smoke stung my throat and filled my cheeks. 
Alden would have my ass if he knew I was 
buying these. I held it in between my pointer 
and middle finger. The orange embers glowed 
in the dark, falling to the cement below. I read 
the surgeon general’s warning on the side and 
stopped before inhaling the gray smoke into my 
lungs.
Alden told me he remembers Mom smoking 
while being pregnant with me. He would get off 
the bus and wait at home for an hour by himself 
until she left work. She would sit outside in her 
orange and red waitress uniform, her apron 
bulging in the midriff catching the ashes. Alden 
told me he was glad that I turned out okay. I 
always hated that.
I blew the first puff through my lips and 
smashed the cigarette under my boot. Seven 
dollars, gone. I shoved the pack in my coat 
pocket and walked home, milk in hand.
*   *   *
I shoved the jug in the fridge. Emma peered 
at me from through the doorway of the living 
room.
“What’s up, Em?” I asked.
“Nothing. Thanks for the milk,” she said.
“Have you eaten?” I asked.
She shook her head, looking like a little 
puppy standing there. I scooped her up, hearing 
something hit the linoleum. Emma peered 
down.
“What’s that?” she asked.
I grabbed the pack and jammed it in my 
pocket. “Oh, nothing. Don’t worry about it, 
Em,” I said quickly. “Want some cereal?”
Her curiousness turned into joyous 
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“No, I need you here now. I have to talk to 
you.” There was shuffling on the other line.
“Okay, let me finish up here and I’ll head 
over,” he said and hung up.
I lost my pair of gloves at school, with seven 
dollars I could’ve bought another. I pulled a 
bill Alden gave me from my wallet. It was crisp 
and green. Shitty, that a piece of paper with the 
wrong president on it would decide my fate. 
Smug George Washington with his wooden 
teeth. I shoved it back in my pocket and swayed 
slowly on the swing. 
The sunset seemed so much brighter during 
the winter. My mom loved looking at sunsets, 
her favorites haloed the stony snowbanks 
and towering mountains. We still had some 
paintings she did of them, one hanging in the 
kitchen and living room. I think it helped her 
cope. Perhaps, one of them was painted on a day 
like the one I was having, waiting for help that 
would never show up.
I looked up and saw Greg walk from the 
newly paved sidewalks that led from the cul-de-
sac he lived in. His dark hair furled up around 
his beanie and his leather jacket was fading. He 
always made a cute, quirky smile when he saw 
me, like he was embarrassed to be in front of me.
“Hey,” he said, sitting on the swing next to 
me. “So, what’s up?”
“Aren’t you gonna ask me how my day 
was?” I asked.
“Well, didn’t I just see you at school?”
“Yeah, I guess.” I looked down where the 
fake shearling was peeping out of my boots.
“Are you okay? You seemed urgent on the 
phone.” The hinges of Greg’s swing squeaked 
as he shifted uncomfortably in the silence.
I avoided eye contact. “Yeah, I uh… do you 
remember the… accident from last month?” He 
frowned, then nodded. “Yeah.”
“And you remember telling me that uh… 
you’d buy me that Plan B stuff?”
His eyes widened, and he shifted again. 
“Oh, uh, yeah. I thought I gave you the money 
for that.”
I shook my head. “I thought you were 
getting around to it. Then, by the time I got paid 
it was too late. I had to help Alden with rent, 
too.”
He scratched under his beanie nervously. 
“Well, is everything okay? I mean, are you like 
late, or whatever?”
“Greg,” I said, hesitating before I let my 
words tumble out. “I spent the last of my money 
on a pregnancy test today and it was positive.”
He was quiet and jammed the toe of his 
shoe in the gravel and his hands into his coat 
pockets. I waited a minute for a response, but 
he said nothing.
“Greg, I’m pregnant.”
He shot up from the swing. “Are you sure? 
Because those can be very inaccurate,” he said.
“Well I could buy another one, but I really 
don’t have the money. I’m pretty sure I didn’t 
mess it up.” 
He started pacing and kicked some gravel 
toward the basketball court. I steadied myself 
on the frosty frame of the swing set.
“No, Taylor you can’t be. We used a 
condom.”
“It broke, Greg. You told me it did.”
“No, no, no, no. I can’t, I just…”
“I don’t know what to do. I had to tell you.”
He leaned on the swing, holding onto the 
chain. “I should have never done anything with 
you.” He crouched on the ground and threw a 
handful of gravel, facing away from me. “What 
was I doing with a Section 8 chick?”
I backed away from him. “I should have 
never messed around with you,” I yelled. “You 
promised you’d get me that Plan B.”
“I’m not your mom,” he said, standing up. 
“It’s not my fault you don’t have one.”
I turned my back to him and walked toward 
the drugstore at my end of the neighborhood. 
The sidewalks began to crack and rise unevenly. 
I flicked my Bic lighter as I went.
*   *   *
I slammed the front door shut and ran up 
the stairs without saying anything to Alden. 
The TV wobbled on its stand where he and 
Emma were watching a fuzzy news anchor’s 
face. I flopped on my bed, crying. A light knock 
came from the door and I shifted my face away, 
trying to wipe the tears from my eyes.
“Thanks for being early. Did you go to the 
store?” Alden asked.
“Wha? Uh… no I forgot,” I sniffled. Shit. 
“I’ll go right now and get it.” I quickly went for 
the hallway, but he stopped me. He grabbed my 
shoulders and squared up to me, tilting my chin 
up to his eyes. His features were soft but stern. 
Stubble peppered his jaws and cheeks.
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I shook my head. What had happened?
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nodding and smiling. I made a bowl for her and 
as she ate, Alden came downstairs.
“I thought that was you,” he said, ruffling 
his wet hair with a towel. He was dressed in his 
navy blue jumpsuit, signifying his departure to 
clean classrooms at my school down the street.
He glanced at Emma.
“Thanks for the milk,” he said, rummaging 
through the fridge. “Listen, I’m sorry about 
Greg. He’s an asshole and doesn’t deserve you.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, apparently he thinks he 
deserves much better.”
He shook his head, grabbing spaghetti 
leftovers from last week. “Fuck him, Tay,” he 
said.
He nuked his spaghetti in the microwave. 
His eyes were dark and puffy with exhaustion. 
He had that glossy hair like Mom did, dark and 
thick, but he cut it short, missing strands that 
made it look uneven. He looked older from 
where I stood. He was wearing his shoes from 
his other job; he helped Frank, an old friend of 
the family’s, slaughter pigs and cattle a ways out 
of town. The copper droplets that covered them 
always made me feel sick, but Frank would give 
Alden free beef once it was processed.
“What’s that smell?” he sniffed over his 
shoulder.
I tensed my hand around the pack in 
my pocket. “What smell?” I asked. One drag 
couldn’t have been enough to tip him off.
“It smells like… cigarettes?” I glanced at 
Emma.
“Is that what that was? In your pocket?” she 
asked.
Alden glared. He lifted a black sock from 
his pocket and dropped it on the table with 
a cloud of dust. Then, he moved my arm and 
pulled the new pack from my jacket. I struggled 
free of his grip.
“Why the hell do you have these?” he said. 
“How do you even afford them?”
“I can use my money on whatever I want,” I 
said, grabbing a corner of the pack and ripping 
it. The small sticks fell to the ground.
“Why waste your money on this shit?”
“Why not?”
Emma sank in her seat at the table.
“This is a fucking waste. You don’t see me 
doing this,” he said. He rubbed his eyes.
“I’m not you, Alden,” I said. “I’m stressed 
out. I need something to calm my nerves.”
He raised his head and combed his hand 
through his stupid hair. Emma jumped up and 
ran to our room. He called her name, but she 
quickly closed the door. I was shaking so bad, I 
thought I might hit him.
Silence filled the room, then the microwave 
beeped. I looked at Mom’s painting in the 
kitchen. 
After a moment, Alden said, “Is there 
something else you need to tell me?”
“I don’t know, is there?” I thought to the 
drawer and the ash coated piss stick I’d thrown 
in earlier. I hoped he didn’t see it. “I don’t know 
why you were going through my stuff. I won’t 
hide cigarettes from you again.”
“No,” he said shifting and leaning against 
the counter. He glanced at the clock. He was 
late. “Tay, I found the test.”
*   *   *
Emma and I stopped in front of her school. 
I thought about how small she was, and how 
tall she’d gotten at the same time. I wished she 
was old enough to tell my secrets to, that I had a 
sister to take care of me like she did. I wondered, 
if after everything, she’d end up taking care of 
herself as well.
“Emma, I’m sorry about last night,” I said, 
crouching to her level. “Alden and I had a 
serious talk, but things are okay. They will be, 
anyway.”
She tugged on her sparkly pink hat. “I’m 
sorry I got you in trouble,” she said.
I shook my head. “No, I got myself in 
trouble. But it’s okay.”
The bell rang, and she swung her arms 
around my neck.
“You better get inside. I’ll see you after 
school, alright?”
She nodded and went inside. I walked down 
the street until I came to the drugstore. I put the 
stray cigarettes on the counter in front of the 
clerk. “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry about the 
other day.” She glanced at the pile and then at 
me. Her dark lips spread into a smile to reveal a 
gap between her front teeth.  
“Honey, I know what you’re going through. 
Here, I got this for you” she said, shuffling 
through her wallet and pulled out a small card. 
“Early family planning services. Give ‘em a call.”
I took it, nodding in thanks. Free tests, 
screenings, and information, it read.
I walked outside, hoping to be on time for 
class, for once. Exhaust from the cars nearby 
puffed black clouds into the air. A group of 
friends laughed as they left a coffee shop. A 
man walked by, his dog nudging my stomach as 
it passed. I took a deep breath and looked up at 
the sunrise. It seemed so much brighter in the 
winter.
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The door across the room opened, 
drawing her attention up with it. As De-
Lune Candor looked up from the files on 
her desk, the harsh light from the lamp on 
the desk she was sitting at illuminated her 
face. 
Three people came in through the now 
open door, and loud music from the night-
club proper came in with them, making De-
Lune wince slightly at the volume. Two men 
walked, dragging a third between them. 
“Jeremy, Wilson,” DeLune greeted.
“Do bring him in. I think Levi and I 
need to have a little chat alone, so you two 
can wait outside. And shut the door when 
you go, if you would.” 
Her voice was strong and clear, but 
she nearly had to shout to be heard over 
the bumping music coming in through the 
door. 
The two men nodded and released the 
third, letting him fall to the floor in a heap 
as they left the way they came. 
The door shut behind them, and the 
music was muffled to a level that DeLune 
was more comfortable with, a volume where 
she no longer had to shout. There were a 
few brief moments of silence while DeLune 
composed herself, her serious brown eyes 
trained on the man on the floor. 
“Levi,” she greeted at last. “It’s wonder-
ful to see you again.” 
The figure on the floor moved, adjust-
ing himself so that he could look up at De-
Lune with hatred in his eyes. He was bound 
and gagged, bruised and bleeding, and De-
Lune was pleased that her henchmen had 
followed her orders. 
“Did you really think I would be so stu-
pid as to not take notice of your little plot?” 
She gestured to the desk in front of her, 
which was covered in papers—surveillance 
files from the past few weeks. “I had a few 
of the boys follow you around, and not only 
did they find out that you were embezzling 
from the Syndicate, but that you were also 
planning on usurping me.” She uncrossed 
her legs and stood with the harsh clack of 
heels on linoleum. “That’s unacceptable, 
you do understand. We have a reputation 
to uphold, and if we allowed you to live af-
ter this, well…” DeLune rounded the desk, 
pausing next to her purse. “That wouldn’t 
look good for us, would it? The New Moon’s 
going soft, they would say, and we simply 
can’t have that.” 
DeLune reached into her bag for the 
gun she knew was there. As she drew the 
weapon out, Levi’s eyes widened and he 
started making pitiful noises against the 
gag in his mouth, writhing in an attempt to 
break free of his bonds. 
“It’s nothing personal, Levi,” she as-
sured him, taking aim. “I’m just protecting 
what’s mine.” 
 She fired. 
A few errant drops of blood spattered 
against her face and hands, and the scent of 
gunpowder filled the room.  
There was the briefest of pauses before 
Levi’s body slumped to the ground. 
She set the gun down on the desk, pick-
ing up her purse. She searched inside for the 
packet of wipes she had, finding them with-
out issue. She took out a wipe and started 
delicately cleaning the blood off her face 
and hands, making sure to get the drops 
that had worked their way into the creases 
in her dark skin. 
 Her phone buzzed, illuminating the in-
side of her purse with faint blue light, draw-
ing her eye. She plucked the device out of 
her bag, eyes scanning the screen. Despite 
herself, her lips quirked up in a soft smile. 
She unlocked her phone and typed out 
a reply. 
I’m looking forward to seeing you 
as well, she wrote. Remember, darling, 8 
o’clock. 
As she hit send, she checked the time. 
7:16. 
Her heart started thudding like mad. 
She threw away the wipe, leaving the 
scene for the cleaner, whenever he would 
arrive. 
She left the room at a fast walk, nod-
ding to the boys outside. 
“Have someone come clean up in there, 
would you, boys? And make sure that the 
body is dumped somewhere public; we can’t 
have someone else trying the same stunt.” 
DeLune left the nightclub through the 
back entrance without waiting for a re-
sponse, seeing her black limousine parked 
and already running, lights illuminating the 
alley. 
The dying winter light caught on her 
hair, illuminating dark browns streaked 
with grey. 
She tucked a strand of her short hair be-
hind her ear, which was already starting to 
chill in the crisp, cold air. 
She climbed into the backseat, fishing 
in her purse for a cigarette. 
“Home,” she said, finding the carton. 
“And see if you could find a quicker way 
there, I have a date at 8 o’clock and I need to 
get cleaned up.” 
The limousine began to move just as 
DeLune opened the carton of cigarettes, 
taking what was her second cigarette of 
the day from the carton. She usually didn’t 
smoke that much, but sometimes the nerves 
needed a little help. She fished out a lighter 
as well and lit her cigarette, taking a pull 
from it. 
DeLune cracked the window and 
breathed out, watching the smoke get 
pulled out of the car by the passing wind. 
Her mind was racing. 
She had to do it. Levi had been a threat, 
a great threat. He wouldn’t have been 
stopped any other way, and she had simply 
acted before the threat had become a prob-
lem. 
That didn’t mean she enjoyed it, how-
ever. 
DeLune’s eyes flicked down, and she 
took another drag from her cigarette. 
She held out a hand and looked at it, 
noticing she was shaking slightly. 
What would they think if they could 
see me now? DeLune thought darkly. A 
mob boss, shaken by killing someone. How 
ridiculous. 
Relax, old girl, she thought to herself, 
taking a deep breath. It’s just the adrenaline. 
To make matters worse, it was later 
than she had anticipated. She wouldn’t 
have enough time to shower by the time she 
got home; she would scarcely have time to 
change and fix her makeup. 
Despite her worrying, the drive home 
was a touch faster than normal, which she 
was thankful for.  
By the time they reached the gate sur-
rounding her mansion, she had finished her 
cigarette. 
The guard at the gate buzzed them in-
side, and the limo started the long trek up 
the hill to where her house sat. The man-
sion itself was a pristine white with black 
trim, and had a neatly groomed landscape 
surrounding it. 
The limo pulled up in front of the house 
and stopped. 
“Thank you,” DeLune said over her 
shoulder as she got out of the car. 
“You’re welcome, Miss Candor.” 
She climbed the steps to her door, un-
locking it and going in. 
Immediately, she heard the familiar 
chirping meow of her cat, along with the 
hurried padding of tiny feet as Betelgeuse 
came to welcome her home. 
He rounded the corner in a flash of or-
ange, coming to a stop next to her feet. 
“I have to get ready,” she told him, 
heading for the stairs without stopping to 
pet him. 
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Lune was pleased that her henchmen had 
followed her orders. 
“Did you really think I would be so stu-
pid as to not take notice of your little plot?” 
She gestured to the desk in front of her, 
which was covered in papers—surveillance 
files from the past few weeks. “I had a few 
of the boys follow you around, and not only 
did they find out that you were embezzling 
from the Syndicate, but that you were also 
planning on usurping me.” She uncrossed 
her legs and stood with the harsh clack of 
heels on linoleum. “That’s unacceptable, 
you do understand. We have a reputation 
to uphold, and if we allowed you to live af-
ter this, well…” DeLune rounded the desk, 
pausing next to her purse. “That wouldn’t 
look good for us, would it? The New Moon’s 
going soft, they would say, and we simply 
can’t have that.” 
DeLune reached into her bag for the 
gun she knew was there. As she drew the 
weapon out, Levi’s eyes widened and he 
started making pitiful noises against the 
gag in his mouth, writhing in an attempt to 
break free of his bonds. 
“It’s nothing personal, Levi,” she as-
sured him, taking aim. “I’m just protecting 
what’s mine.” 
 She fired. 
A few errant drops of blood spattered 
against her face and hands, and the scent of 
gunpowder filled the room.  
There was the briefest of pauses before 
Levi’s body slumped to the ground. 
She set the gun down on the desk, pick-
ing up her purse. She searched inside for the 
packet of wipes she had, finding them with-
out issue. She took out a wipe and started 
delicately cleaning the blood off her face 
and hands, making sure to get the drops 
that had worked their way into the creases 
in her dark skin. 
 Her phone buzzed, illuminating the in-
side of her purse with faint blue light, draw-
ing her eye. She plucked the device out of 
her bag, eyes scanning the screen. Despite 
herself, her lips quirked up in a soft smile. 
She unlocked her phone and typed out 
a reply. 
I’m looking forward to seeing you 
as well, she wrote. Remember, darling, 8 
o’clock. 
As she hit send, she checked the time. 
7:16. 
Her heart started thudding like mad. 
She threw away the wipe, leaving the 
scene for the cleaner, whenever he would 
arrive. 
She left the room at a fast walk, nod-
ding to the boys outside. 
“Have someone come clean up in there, 
would you, boys? And make sure that the 
body is dumped somewhere public; we can’t 
have someone else trying the same stunt.” 
DeLune left the nightclub through the 
back entrance without waiting for a re-
sponse, seeing her black limousine parked 
and already running, lights illuminating the 
alley. 
The dying winter light caught on her 
hair, illuminating dark browns streaked 
with grey. 
She tucked a strand of her short hair be-
hind her ear, which was already starting to 
chill in the crisp, cold air. 
She climbed into the backseat, fishing 
in her purse for a cigarette. 
“Home,” she said, finding the carton. 
“And see if you could find a quicker way 
there, I have a date at 8 o’clock and I need to 
get cleaned up.” 
The limousine began to move just as 
DeLune opened the carton of cigarettes, 
taking what was her second cigarette of 
the day from the carton. She usually didn’t 
smoke that much, but sometimes the nerves 
needed a little help. She fished out a lighter 
as well and lit her cigarette, taking a pull 
from it. 
DeLune cracked the window and 
breathed out, watching the smoke get 
pulled out of the car by the passing wind. 
Her mind was racing. 
She had to do it. Levi had been a threat, 
a great threat. He wouldn’t have been 
stopped any other way, and she had simply 
acted before the threat had become a prob-
lem. 
That didn’t mean she enjoyed it, how-
ever. 
DeLune’s eyes flicked down, and she 
took another drag from her cigarette. 
She held out a hand and looked at it, 
noticing she was shaking slightly. 
What would they think if they could 
see me now? DeLune thought darkly. A 
mob boss, shaken by killing someone. How 
ridiculous. 
Relax, old girl, she thought to herself, 
taking a deep breath. It’s just the adrenaline. 
To make matters worse, it was later 
than she had anticipated. She wouldn’t 
have enough time to shower by the time she 
got home; she would scarcely have time to 
change and fix her makeup. 
Despite her worrying, the drive home 
was a touch faster than normal, which she 
was thankful for.  
By the time they reached the gate sur-
rounding her mansion, she had finished her 
cigarette. 
The guard at the gate buzzed them in-
side, and the limo started the long trek up 
the hill to where her house sat. The man-
sion itself was a pristine white with black 
trim, and had a neatly groomed landscape 
surrounding it. 
The limo pulled up in front of the house 
and stopped. 
“Thank you,” DeLune said over her 
shoulder as she got out of the car. 
“You’re welcome, Miss Candor.” 
She climbed the steps to her door, un-
locking it and going in. 
Immediately, she heard the familiar 
chirping meow of her cat, along with the 
hurried padding of tiny feet as Betelgeuse 
came to welcome her home. 
He rounded the corner in a flash of or-
ange, coming to a stop next to her feet. 
“I have to get ready,” she told him, 
heading for the stairs without stopping to 
pet him. 
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She felt his green eyes boring into her 
back, but she ascended the stairs and head-
ed to her room, opening the door and clos-
ing it behind her as she stepped inside. 
DeLune removed her soiled clothes, 
pausing as she looked at the clock. 
7:42. 
She swore quietly, going into the mas-
ter bathroom. She checked her face in the 
reflection,  making sure that she didn’t miss 
any blood when she had been cleaning her 
face. There were no errant splatters, and she 
was pleased. 
She set about getting dressed again, and 
just when she had gotten on a pair of black 
slacks, she heard the doorbell ring. 
“Early, as always,” DeLune gritted out. 
She finished putting on new clothes, 
pausing for a moment as she realized she 
had nowhere suitable to hide her soiled 
ones. She gathered them up and put them 
in the bottom of her hamper, wincing at the 
thought that the blood on them would get 
on her other clothes. She very well couldn’t 
just leave them out in the open, though, so 
the hamper would have to do. 
DeLune fluffed her hair as she left, giv-
ing herself a passing glance in the mirror 
to make sure there was nothing glaringly 
wrong.  
The doorbell rang again, and DeLune 
hurried down the steps to the vestibule. She 
opened the door, a small smile fixed on her 
face. 
 Jubilee Waters stood just outside the 
door, hands behind her back with that 
hopeful and lovesick look on her face that 
she got whenever she was around DeLune, 
the look DeLune found to be charming. 
Despite herself, DeLune’s heart swelled. 
Jubilee wasn’t dressed for the weather, 
she was wearing a tank top with no jacket.
DeLune’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. 
 …and she had that godawful raggedy 
brown purse she was so fond of, the one she 
refused to let DeLune replace. 
Purse or no purse, Jubilee Waters was a 
pretty thing. That had been the first thing 
DeLune had noticed about her when they 
had met. The second was that she smiled 
easily and laughed often, and DeLune loved 
her for it. 
They had a significant age gap, the two 
of them, DeLune would be the first to admit 
it. 
She was old enough to be Jubilee’s 
mother, but Jubilee was into it and DeLune 
was into her, so they found a way to make 
it work. 
DeLune’s hands twitched, and she real-
ized she had only cleaned them off with her 
wipes. 
“Jubilee,” she greeted, ignoring the feel-
ing. “Come in, darling, my apologies for tak-
ing so long. I didn’t know that you weren’t 
dressed for the weather.” 
Jubilee stepped inside, shrugging. “I’m 
not cold.” 
DeLune fixed her with a look, shutting 
the door behind her. “Liar. Now, what do 
you have behind your back, hm?” She gave 
her a grin. “Don’t keep me waiting, darling, 
it’s impolite.” 
Jubilee brought her hands to her front, 
and in them was a single lavender rose. She 
was smiling now, the small gap in her front 
teeth noticeable but charming. 
DeLune couldn’t help a small, gen-
tle smile in return. She reached out and 
delicately took the rose from Jubilee. She 
brought it up to her nose to smell it, inhal-
ing the fresh floral scent. 
“The lady at the flower shop told me it 
was a good way to say ‘I love you.’” 
“That’s most certainly true,” DeLune 
agreed. 
She hesitated a moment before she ex-
tended a hand to pull Jubilee in close, in-
tending to pull her in by the front of her 
shirt. Jubilee intercepted the hand, gently 
holding it in hers. 
DeLune’s breath caught in her throat, 
and she wanted to snatch her hand away to 
keep Jubilee from being soiled by her touch. 
Jubilee’s hands were chilled from being 
outside, and DeLune could see the differ-
ences between her own hands and Jubilee’s. 
Hers were strong while DeLune’s were slen-
der, and Jubilee’s skin was several shades 
darker than her own. Jubilee’s dark eyes 
looked at her as she brought the hand up to 
press a delicate kiss to her knuckles. 
“Aren’t you one for romance tonight?” 
DeLune teased, but her heart was beating 
like mad at the thought that Jubilee might 
be able to smell the gunpowder that might 
still linger on her hands, or taste the blood. 
That made Jubilee smile all the same. 
“I just want to…” Jubilee’s eyes darted 
away in a way that was almost shy. “…show 
how much you mean to me.” 
DeLune took her hand out of Jubilee’s 
and pulled her in close, kissing her gen-
tle and sweet. When they parted, DeLune 
opened her mouth to speak, pausing as she 
noticed Jubilee’s creased brow. Her heart 
rate started to speed up. 
“Yes, darling?” 
“You taste like cigarettes.” 
DeLune had to stop herself from sighing 
in relief. This, I can deal with, she thought. 
“I’m sorry, dear, I had a very long day at 
work and the nerves simply needed a little 
help.” 
Jubilee’s brow didn’t smoothen. “You 
promised me you would stop smoking.” 
DeLune’s hand almost started the jour-
ney to Jubilee’s cheek, but stopped. Her gaze 
flicked away from Jubilee’s face, not want-
ing to see that disappointed expression. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I made a prom-
ise, and I went back on my word. That’s…
on me.” 
DeLune opened her purse, finding her 
carton of cigarettes. “Here,” she said, hand-
ing them to Jubilee. “A gesture of good 
faith.” 
Jubilee took the carton, still looking at 
her.  
“You could buy more.” 
“I could,” DeLune acknowledged, “but 
I will do my best not to.” 
Jubilee seemed satisfied with that an-
swer, and tucked the carton away in her 
own purse. 
“Let me put this in water, and then we 
can settle in and watch that movie you were 
talking about, alright?” 
Jubilee nodded. “Alright.” She turned 
her attention back to her purse, looking for 
the DVD she had presumably brought with 
her. 
DeLune left her in the vestibule, headed 
for the kitchen. She soon enough found a 
vase to put the flower in, filling it with water 
and setting it on the counter in plain sight. 
She paused a moment before heading 
back to the sink, turning the water on and 
scrubbing her hands. 
After she dried them, she headed back 
to the living room, where she found Jubilee 
waiting with a movie in hand. As soon as 
she entered, Jubilee chattered on about the 
movie they were to watch, heading over to 
the DVD player to put the movie in. 
DeLune sat down on the couch, admir-
ing the view for a moment. Jubilee’s hair 
was in a braid that hung all the way to her 
waist, momentarily taking her eyes away 
from what she really wanted to stare at. 
DeLune was hit by a thought, and she 
found herself speaking. 
“Darling, how was work today? It 
slipped my mind until now, and I figured 
that I should ask you.” 
Jubilee paused for a moment, not turn-
ing to face her. “The body we found last 
week? The Syndicate ordered the hit. And 
they’re untouchable, as always,” Jubilee 
sighed. “But we’ve been tracking a few of 
their shipments, and-“ Jubilee stopped her-
self. “It’s still an ongoing case, I probably 
shouldn’t talk about it until it’s closed.” 
“That’s wise,” DeLune said, but her in-
terest was peaked. She made a mental note 
to contact one of her remaining lieutenants 
and have them move the pick-up locations 
of their shipments. “Anything you can and 
want to talk about?” 
There were a few seconds where Jubilee 
seemed to think. “No, the Syndicate is what 
I’m focused on right now, and the body and 
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She felt his green eyes boring into her 
back, but she ascended the stairs and head-
ed to her room, opening the door and clos-
ing it behind her as she stepped inside. 
DeLune removed her soiled clothes, 
pausing as she looked at the clock. 
7:42. 
She swore quietly, going into the mas-
ter bathroom. She checked her face in the 
reflection,  making sure that she didn’t miss 
any blood when she had been cleaning her 
face. There were no errant splatters, and she 
was pleased. 
She set about getting dressed again, and 
just when she had gotten on a pair of black 
slacks, she heard the doorbell ring. 
“Early, as always,” DeLune gritted out. 
She finished putting on new clothes, 
pausing for a moment as she realized she 
had nowhere suitable to hide her soiled 
ones. She gathered them up and put them 
in the bottom of her hamper, wincing at the 
thought that the blood on them would get 
on her other clothes. She very well couldn’t 
just leave them out in the open, though, so 
the hamper would have to do. 
DeLune fluffed her hair as she left, giv-
ing herself a passing glance in the mirror 
to make sure there was nothing glaringly 
wrong.  
The doorbell rang again, and DeLune 
hurried down the steps to the vestibule. She 
opened the door, a small smile fixed on her 
face. 
 Jubilee Waters stood just outside the 
door, hands behind her back with that 
hopeful and lovesick look on her face that 
she got whenever she was around DeLune, 
the look DeLune found to be charming. 
Despite herself, DeLune’s heart swelled. 
Jubilee wasn’t dressed for the weather, 
she was wearing a tank top with no jacket.
DeLune’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. 
 …and she had that godawful raggedy 
brown purse she was so fond of, the one she 
refused to let DeLune replace. 
Purse or no purse, Jubilee Waters was a 
pretty thing. That had been the first thing 
DeLune had noticed about her when they 
had met. The second was that she smiled 
easily and laughed often, and DeLune loved 
her for it. 
They had a significant age gap, the two 
of them, DeLune would be the first to admit 
it. 
She was old enough to be Jubilee’s 
mother, but Jubilee was into it and DeLune 
was into her, so they found a way to make 
it work. 
DeLune’s hands twitched, and she real-
ized she had only cleaned them off with her 
wipes. 
“Jubilee,” she greeted, ignoring the feel-
ing. “Come in, darling, my apologies for tak-
ing so long. I didn’t know that you weren’t 
dressed for the weather.” 
Jubilee stepped inside, shrugging. “I’m 
not cold.” 
DeLune fixed her with a look, shutting 
the door behind her. “Liar. Now, what do 
you have behind your back, hm?” She gave 
her a grin. “Don’t keep me waiting, darling, 
it’s impolite.” 
Jubilee brought her hands to her front, 
and in them was a single lavender rose. She 
was smiling now, the small gap in her front 
teeth noticeable but charming. 
DeLune couldn’t help a small, gen-
tle smile in return. She reached out and 
delicately took the rose from Jubilee. She 
brought it up to her nose to smell it, inhal-
ing the fresh floral scent. 
“The lady at the flower shop told me it 
was a good way to say ‘I love you.’” 
“That’s most certainly true,” DeLune 
agreed. 
She hesitated a moment before she ex-
tended a hand to pull Jubilee in close, in-
tending to pull her in by the front of her 
shirt. Jubilee intercepted the hand, gently 
holding it in hers. 
DeLune’s breath caught in her throat, 
and she wanted to snatch her hand away to 
keep Jubilee from being soiled by her touch. 
Jubilee’s hands were chilled from being 
outside, and DeLune could see the differ-
ences between her own hands and Jubilee’s. 
Hers were strong while DeLune’s were slen-
der, and Jubilee’s skin was several shades 
darker than her own. Jubilee’s dark eyes 
looked at her as she brought the hand up to 
press a delicate kiss to her knuckles. 
“Aren’t you one for romance tonight?” 
DeLune teased, but her heart was beating 
like mad at the thought that Jubilee might 
be able to smell the gunpowder that might 
still linger on her hands, or taste the blood. 
That made Jubilee smile all the same. 
“I just want to…” Jubilee’s eyes darted 
away in a way that was almost shy. “…show 
how much you mean to me.” 
DeLune took her hand out of Jubilee’s 
and pulled her in close, kissing her gen-
tle and sweet. When they parted, DeLune 
opened her mouth to speak, pausing as she 
noticed Jubilee’s creased brow. Her heart 
rate started to speed up. 
“Yes, darling?” 
“You taste like cigarettes.” 
DeLune had to stop herself from sighing 
in relief. This, I can deal with, she thought. 
“I’m sorry, dear, I had a very long day at 
work and the nerves simply needed a little 
help.” 
Jubilee’s brow didn’t smoothen. “You 
promised me you would stop smoking.” 
DeLune’s hand almost started the jour-
ney to Jubilee’s cheek, but stopped. Her gaze 
flicked away from Jubilee’s face, not want-
ing to see that disappointed expression. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I made a prom-
ise, and I went back on my word. That’s…
on me.” 
DeLune opened her purse, finding her 
carton of cigarettes. “Here,” she said, hand-
ing them to Jubilee. “A gesture of good 
faith.” 
Jubilee took the carton, still looking at 
her.  
“You could buy more.” 
“I could,” DeLune acknowledged, “but 
I will do my best not to.” 
Jubilee seemed satisfied with that an-
swer, and tucked the carton away in her 
own purse. 
“Let me put this in water, and then we 
can settle in and watch that movie you were 
talking about, alright?” 
Jubilee nodded. “Alright.” She turned 
her attention back to her purse, looking for 
the DVD she had presumably brought with 
her. 
DeLune left her in the vestibule, headed 
for the kitchen. She soon enough found a 
vase to put the flower in, filling it with water 
and setting it on the counter in plain sight. 
She paused a moment before heading 
back to the sink, turning the water on and 
scrubbing her hands. 
After she dried them, she headed back 
to the living room, where she found Jubilee 
waiting with a movie in hand. As soon as 
she entered, Jubilee chattered on about the 
movie they were to watch, heading over to 
the DVD player to put the movie in. 
DeLune sat down on the couch, admir-
ing the view for a moment. Jubilee’s hair 
was in a braid that hung all the way to her 
waist, momentarily taking her eyes away 
from what she really wanted to stare at. 
DeLune was hit by a thought, and she 
found herself speaking. 
“Darling, how was work today? It 
slipped my mind until now, and I figured 
that I should ask you.” 
Jubilee paused for a moment, not turn-
ing to face her. “The body we found last 
week? The Syndicate ordered the hit. And 
they’re untouchable, as always,” Jubilee 
sighed. “But we’ve been tracking a few of 
their shipments, and-“ Jubilee stopped her-
self. “It’s still an ongoing case, I probably 
shouldn’t talk about it until it’s closed.” 
“That’s wise,” DeLune said, but her in-
terest was peaked. She made a mental note 
to contact one of her remaining lieutenants 
and have them move the pick-up locations 
of their shipments. “Anything you can and 
want to talk about?” 
There were a few seconds where Jubilee 
seemed to think. “No, the Syndicate is what 
I’m focused on right now, and the body and 
4140
the shipments are all that’s really happening 
at the moment that we can directly link to 
them.” Jubilee paused. “Enough about me, 
how was your day?” 
DeLune froze for a moment before she 
regained her composure. 
“The same old story,” she sighed. “Deal-
ing with insubordinates.” 
“Is that why you smoked?” 
“Yes. I knew the meeting was going to 
happen, so I had a cigarette before and af-
terwards.” 
“That stressful?” Jubilee sounded sur-
prised. “Usually you handle things better 
than that.” 
“I know, but there were special circum-
stances today.”  
At that moment, Betelgeuse chose to 
make an entrance, running into the room 
like a cat possessed. He surveyed the situ-
ation briefly before barreling into Jubilee, 
head butting her softly in an attempt to get 
her to pet him. 
“Hey, Beets!” Jubilee had a small smile 
on her face now, and the previous conversa-
tion topic was abandoned as she pet the cat. 
“Hello! I haven’t seen you in awhile, mister, 
where have you been?” 
Betelgeuse chirruped in response, rub-
bing against her and purring so loud that 
even DeLune could hear him from the dis-
tance. 
“He’s missed you,” DeLune said, a soft 
smile on her face. 
“I can tell!” Jubilee was content petting 
Betelgeuse for a time before she seemed to 
stop and think for a moment. “Do you have 
any popcorn? We can’t have a movie night 
without popcorn.” 
“It’s in the pantry.” 
Jubilee got up and headed to the kitch-
en—cat merrily in tow—and DeLune got 
her phone. 
She dialed a number she knew by heart, 
and waited while it rang. 
 “Edie?” DeLune asked as soon as the 
person on the other end picked up. “I can’t 
talk for very long, but move our pick-up lo-
cations for the shipments coming in. Some-
one leaked information and the cops might 
have the locations.” 
“Understood, boss,” Edie said. “Any 
idea who the rat is?”  
“None whatsoever,” DeLune replied, 
“but I’ll find out. Goodbye.” 
She hung up just in time to hear Jubilee 
calling from the kitchen. 
“Why am I not surprised,” Jubilee start-
ed, “that the popcorn you have is the gour-
met stuff?” 
“You know my tastes well enough by 
now, darling. Did you really expect me to 
have subpar popcorn?” 
“I was expecting the stuff you have to 
stick in the microwave,” Jubilee said, re-
appearing with a bag of caramel and dark 
chocolate covered popcorn that was one of 
DeLune’s many guilty pleasures. 
DeLune simply gave her a look. 
“Fair point.” 
 Jubilee laid on the couch next to her, 
opening up the bag. Betelgeuse leapt up 
onto the couch as well, settling next to Ju-
bilee’s legs. 
DeLune got up and turned the TV on, 
and hit play on the DVD player. 
“Oops.” 
“It’s alright, darling. We both know you 
think with your stomach before anything 
else.” 
“I take offense to that,” Jubilee replied, 
but she was smiling at the good-natured 
teasing. 
DeLune came back to her and bent 
down, going to put a hand on Jubilee’s 
cheek with a quip on the tip of her tongue.  
Don’t soil her, some part of her 
screamed. 
She slowly retracted the hand instead, 
the quip dying on her tongue. 
Jubilee’s brow creased. “What’s wrong?” 
“I was just going to kiss you, was all,” 
DeLune lied, “but I remembered that I taste 
like cigarettes.” 
“You do,” Jubilee told her, looking past 
her to the screen. 
DeLune winced and laid on the couch 
in front of Jubilee, and Jubilee pulled her 
close so that DeLune’s back was resting 
against her chest. Jubilee moved the bag of 
popcorn so that it was in front of DeLune 
and therefore accessible to both of them. 
Betelgeuse purred in contentment from his 
place snuggled between DeLune’s legs and 
Jubilee’s. 
The movie started, and DeLune tried 
to keep her attention on the screen, failing 
as her thoughts ran wild. Her mind was far 
more focused on where her hands were in 
relation to Jubilee than on what was hap-
pening in the movie. 
Every time Jubilee touched her, wheth-
er it was the accidental brush of Jubilee’s 
fingers on her side while she was trying to 
get popcorn, or just the constant contact 
with Jubilee’s form behind her, DeLune felt 
worse and worse about the whole predica-
ment. The situation progressed from not 
wanting to touch Jubilee with her hands 
to not wanting to touch her at all, for fear 
that any contact would make Jubilee’s civil 
hands unclean. 
DeLune wasn’t a good person, she knew 
that. Being at the top of a crime syndicate 
tended to dirty one’s hands more than they 
cared to admit.  
Sometimes, she entertained the notion 
of getting out of the business, appointing 
someone else to handle the affairs while 
she settled back to live comfortably on the 
money she’d made. But being at the top 
meant that few dared try her, and getting 
out of the business suddenly meant that 
she was an easy target for those who carried 
grudges. 
Not to mention that her order in regards 
to Jubilee would be disregarded. 
She had strict rules in place saying that 
this particular cop was off-limits, and those 
rules kept Jubilee safe. If she stepped down, 
Jubilee wouldn’t have that extra layer of 
protection. 
Not for the first time, she wondered 
how Jubilee would react if—when, DeLune 
thought despite herself—she found out that 
DeLune was the head of The Syndicate. 
 Would she be as soft with her as she 
was being now? Or would she pull away in 
disgust and revulsion at the person DeLune 
really was? 
The thought of Jubilee looking at her 
with hatred and disgust always turned her 
stomach. When she looked at her with dis-
appointment when DeLune smoked was 
bad enough, and she knew she wouldn’t be 
able to bear it if- 
DeLune nearly jumped out of her skin 
when Jubilee threaded their fingers together 
in a casual way that would normally have 
her smiling at Jubilee’s sentimental ways. 
This time, she had to fight to keep from rip-
ping her hand out of the embrace. 
She was glad there was a movie on, be-
cause her face took an extra few seconds to 
compose, and her words came a little slower 
than normal. 
“Darling…” DeLune started, trailing off. 
After a moment, she found herself sit-
ting up. 
“What’s wrong?” 
DeLune grabbed the remote and 
pressed pause, rubbing at her temples. 
“I’m sorry, darling, I’m just a little scat-
tered today. Work was…quite frankly a lot 
and I fear I’m not in the proper headspace to 
watch this at the moment.” 
“Is there anything I can do to help?” 
DeLune sighed. “Sadly, I don’t think 
so.” 
Jubilee sat up as well, putting a hand on 
DeLune’s shoulders. 
“You’re tense,” she noted quietly. There 
were a few moments of silence before she 
spoke again. “Do you want me to go?” 
“No. No, I don’t want you to feel pun-
ished for my inability to focus, dear.” 
“I won’t. I understand that sometimes 
things are just a little much, I will complete-
ly understand if you want me to leave.” Jubi-
lee gave DeLune’s shoulder a squeeze. “Do 
you want to do something else?” 
“Such as?” 
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the shipments are all that’s really happening 
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terwards.” 
“That stressful?” Jubilee sounded sur-
prised. “Usually you handle things better 
than that.” 
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DeLune simply gave her a look. 
“Fair point.” 
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DeLune came back to her and bent 
down, going to put a hand on Jubilee’s 
cheek with a quip on the tip of her tongue.  
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Jubilee’s phone buzzed and lit up, inter-
rupting them. Jubilee snatched it up and an-
swered. 
“Yeah, boss?” Jubilee’ face fell as the 
person on the other end of the phone spoke. 
She nodded once, twice. “Understood, I’ll 
be right there.” 
Jubilee hung up, a great and heavy sigh 
coming from her chest. 
“Did something happen?” 
“A known Syndicate member was just 
found with a bullet in his brain,” Jubilee 
said, making DeLune tense. Jubilee gave her 
a peck on the cheek. “I guess I do have to 
leave. Here, I’ll leave the movie here and we 
can watch it the next time I’m over, alright?” 
DeLune gave Jubilee a smile that was 
slightly forced. “Alright, darling. Stay safe.” 
The sentiment was unnecessary. Any-
one who harmed Jubilee would face the full 
wrath of The Syndicate, and that threat 
kept her safe. 
“I will.” Jubilee stood, putting on her 
purse. “Take the rest of tonight to relax, al-
right? You work too hard.” 
“Someone has to.” 
“That someone doesn’t always have 
to be you,” Jubilee said, giving her a good-
natured eye roll. “Have a drink, take a bath, 
perhaps eat some of that ice cream you have 
hidden in the back of your freezer.” At De-
Lune’s look, Jubilee laughed. “You know 
I’m right. Until next time, DeLune.” 
“Until next time, Jubilee.” 
“I’ll text you when I’m home.” 
“Alright.” 
Jubilee left, and DeLune waited until 
the door had opened and shut before she let 
out a sigh. 
Betelgeuse looked at her with that in-
fernal unblinking gaze cats had, as if he was 
mad at her for driving away the other per-
son who kept him warm. 
DeLune stood, grabbing the popcorn 
bag. She headed to the kitchen, grabbing a 
clip to seal the bag and placing it back in the 
pantry. She left the kitchen after that, head-
ing to her study and to where she knew a 
good, stiff drink waited for her. 
She loved Jubilee, she really did, but 
sometimes, she wondered if Jubilee would 
have been better off with anyone else as a 
girlfriend. 
She was a dangerous person, and she 
was putting Jubilee in danger by being in a 
relationship with her. 
The fact remained. 
Their relationship was balanced on top 
of a lie, and soon enough that lie would 
come crashing down.
momma in muddy water
by michael edwards
feet
by mary mccormick
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I’d like to push you off a branch 
from the tallest tree
in the thickest moss-covered forest,
just because I can.
 
I’m not jealous of you. 
I don’t envy you.
I just hate you.
 
You pompous, 
arrogant, pessimistic pal.
You play with my emotions,
you feed off my humiliation.
 
Bully, but in that friend way 
where it seems okay because we’re chill, 
but we’re not, and it hurts like a 
motherfucker 
because slander from a friend 
is like poison from a snake.
 
And you hate snakes, 
so do you hate yourself, too? 
Do you know yourself?
Do you enjoy writhing around in the dirt
that you spread moving from
one person to another?
You belittle the lesser
with that serpent smugness.
I couldn’t give two shits 
About your covert chatter. 
You don’t do anything- snake-in-the-grass.
Snakes don’t scare me anymore.
 
I can reach down with confidence
and wrap my hands around your little neck.
Ignore your lying tongue,
unfearful of venom- dripping teeth.
Now, 
with vigor in my veins 
and illegitimate toxin 
ringing in my ears,
 
I’ll climb the happiest tree 
that frightened your
twisted mind.
And when its leaves fell,
you plummeted along with them. 
When negativity toppled in the forest 
and no one was around to hear it, 
did it make a sound?
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biography of a carpet.
by anna weishaar
46
Fifty years of aging, greeting 
offspring with identical sullen expressions. 
 
Nike germs; Jordan germs 
implanted in rough fibrous wonder
 
where inhabitants kicked 
Montana mud. 
Seventies pumpkin orange, 
spiral noodle frayed in beige corners,
 
unchanged like chalk on blackboards 
written by mustachioed men.
 
Buried, or perhaps long gone 
(unlike you), puke stained, stoner stained,
 
blaring orange carpet, 
bushed up against walls
 
like pornos made the year it lied down. 
Waiting to be stomped on, dirtied, torn, 
 
studied on, 
middle aged and still aging,
 
unmoved.
 
Learning fresh new concepts each year; 
sharing a birthday with someone.
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by anna weishaar
47
biography of a carpet.
by anna weishaar
46
Fifty years of aging, greeting 
offspring with identical sullen expressions. 
 
Nike germs; Jordan germs 
implanted in rough fibrous wonder
 
where inhabitants kicked 
Montana mud. 
Seventies pumpkin orange, 
spiral noodle frayed in beige corners,
 
unchanged like chalk on blackboards 
written by mustachioed men.
 
Buried, or perhaps long gone 
(unlike you), puke stained, stoner stained,
 
blaring orange carpet, 
bushed up against walls
 
like pornos made the year it lied down. 
Waiting to be stomped on, dirtied, torn, 
 
studied on, 
middle aged and still aging,
 
unmoved.
 
Learning fresh new concepts each year; 
sharing a birthday with someone.
a look through the han
by anna weishaar
49
off the cliff.
by anna weishaar
48
Eyes first opened to a blinding light.
Endless in all it has to offer.
The whole world is ours.
We can be anything,
we can do anything.
 
Playing from dusk till dawn,
golden rays shining 
as our little feet run, run, run...
Step harder, kid.
 
Then awaken to August dew,
dandelion rays reminding us
that after math books and lunch lines
and rules forgotten tomorrow,
there’s still daylight’s burn.
We run, run, run
through autumn’s golden harvests.
We feast upon our nothingness,
we love our youthful carelessness.
 
 Until we sprout up like trees
and brag about accomplishments,
travelling from well-worn backyards
in shoes white and undirtied
to be force-fed numbers and words.
 
We fell off that cliff of rye.
We all fall off that cliff of rye.
                                      
All we can do is keep moving-
March, march, march
through winter’s harsh midnight,
old bones and grey-haired life lacking empathy
 
till we reach that dreamy golden sunset on the horizon and
our never- ending pretend.
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no daydreams in terre haute.
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Mark’s cravings to message Elisa were 
fought off by the thought of the payoff, by the 
sureness that three months of longing would 
be worth it finally. He recounted their first 
conversation in his head.  
What do you do? She asked him.
 I’m a storm chaser, He replied.
What makes you want to chase storms?
 The hope of a tornado.  
He was always proud of that line. 
The bus ride dragged through endless 
cornfields that tightly bounded what felt like 
every inch of highway between Columbia, 
Missouri and Terre Haute, Indiana. The skies 
were a late summer clear and so Mark’s attention 
drifted. The sun dropped off the horizon 
someplace past St. Louis and soon after Mark’s 
cheek hit the neck pillow hard.
He woke up to the bus rocking back 
with its brakes. The first thing he saw out the 
window was a bright white sign, black lettering: 
Terre Haute Transit, Bus Entry. He rubbed the 
tiredness from his eyes, took the pillow from 
around his neck and stuffed it into his bag. He 
sent a message to Elisa so she knew he’d arrived. 
Passengers started to gather their things and 
themselves as Mark looked around the bus in 
hopes of squeezing himself out before everyone 
else. After five minutes he finally got his chance 
at the doors, took a step off the bus and pulled 
his bag out of the undercarriage. Mark looked 
around for Elisa with no success and took back 
to his phone. New message, same idea. He was 
there, waiting for her. 
He waited around for another minute 
then called her. No answer. He called again, no 
answer, worry. 
After a half hour a barely-a-car shot into 
the lot. Half a headlight, half a paintjob, half a 
welcome sight. Once the effects of aesthetics 
wore off Mark welcomed the car and all its 
imperfections wholly because of who was in 
the driver’s seat. He’d seen Elisa before, in 
pictures of course, but they’d never been within 
a few hundred miles of one another until now, 
her face little more than an outline in the dim 
parking lot but still an outline he had studied 
deeply. Mark waited for her to get out the car 
but she honked and popped the trunk. He 
picked his bags up and dropped them in. He 
walked to the passenger seat and as he opened 
the door a boy jumped out with a cheeseburger 
in hand. He stared at Mark for just a second and 
then resigned to the backseat. Mark twisted his 
face as he got into the car and pointed to the 
backseat.
“Who’s this?” 
“That’s Jackson, he’s my son.”
“Your son?” 
“I should have told you, I know.” 
“It’s fine. I just, never mind. It’s fine. 
“Doesn’t it feel crazy that this day is here?” 
Elisa said, nervous laughing. Her nervous laugh 
sounded just like her real laugh, she was an 
obsessive giggler, but Mark liked that. Her teeth 
stayed concealed during her nervous laugh.
“It did come quick.” 
The kid stared at Mark as Elisa pulled 
through the lot and hit the road. Her face 
looked just like the photos of her suggested, 
but now, upon seeing her as a real, really real 
person, there was something off that he couldn’t 
explain. She had basic imperfections just like 
anyone Mark knew- a slight pouch above the 
belt and a poorly-aged tattoo on an obscure part 
of the forearm- but these did not bother him, 
something was just off but he wasn’t sure why. 
He wondered if it was the expectations he had 
placed on that precise moment for months. 
The ride was primarily noiseless save 
the car’s groans and screeches. Mark felt a 
compulsion to message the Elisa in his phone 
even though the real Elisa was sitting right 
next to him. He took in the nighttime scenery 
of Terre Haute. They passed a graveyard and a 
motel with a sign that read Welcome Under New 
Mangament. A long row of familiar fast-food 
burger stops and family-style diners made Mark 
forget he’d ever left Missouri, different locations 
of the same restaurants were all that broke up 
the corn in this country. A few miles past the 
commercial strip Elisa took some turns and 
pulled into the driveway of a house her car didn’t 
suggest would look so nice. Mark suspected a 
trailer, or even worse than a trailer whatever 
that may be, but the house looked standard, not 
necessarily pretty, not noteworthy, but good, 
comfortably suburban and good. 
The three of them went into the house and 
Elisa told Mark to wait in the living room while 
she put the boy to bed. The house was nearly 
spotless. Pure white walls, carpeted floors with 
no smell, the antithesis of Elisa’s vehicle from 
hell. When she got back she sat on the couch 
adjacent to the loveseat that Mark was in.  
“Mom time’s over, let’s go out,” she said to 
Mark. 
“Go out where?” 
“I have some places, come on let’s go.” 
“Why’d you never say anything?” Mark 
asked her.  
“About what?” 
“You’re a mom.” 
“I’m only a mom until ten PM and my clock 
says it’s ten thirty, so lets go do something.” 
Mark looked unconvinced. 
“I always planned to tell you everything, 
but I’m terrible with telling people things and 
we ran out of time so quick,” Elisa said. 
“Ran out of time? We finally just met.” 
“I mean before we met, before now.” 
A car pulled into the driveway while the 
two talked.
“Do you live with someone?” Mark asked. 
Elisa rested her head into her hands and 
muttered there goes the night. Mark turned to the 
door and it opened. A somewhat tall woman 
in a police uniform walked in the house. Her 
shirt was a snug fit and her hair tight in a 
ponytail, nothing was off about her except her 
eyes were just too far apart. They were one step 
beyond where it felt eyes should be, it made 
her a rather handsome woman but the kind of 
handsome that fell short with a deeper look, 
not the handsome that withstood a careful 
eye. Mark was similarly failed under scrutiny 
with his slightly crooked nose and patchy facial 
hair. Mark looked between the two, resting his 
eyebrows in a questioning way at Elisa. Before 
Mark could question, the woman spoke. 
“How’s it going. I’m Greta.” 
Mark’s face still was contorted. 
“I’m Elisa’s sister.” 
Mark’s face rested and relieved, “It’s nice 
to meet you Greta, sorry I thought… Well I 
thought you two were together for a second. My 
name’s Mark.” 
“Nice to meet you too Mark,” Greta shot a 
too-long glance at Elisa, then walked down the 
hall and in to her room. 
“Sorry if that offended you,” Mark said to 
Elisa, “suggesting that you and your sister were 
dating.”
“I know that it’s strange for us to be living 
together in this age, but that’s just how it has 
ended up.” 
Elisa stopped her efforts to leave once Greta 
was home as if Greta were her mother. Mark and 
Elisa held a pleasant conversation for the rest 
of the night, but Mark withheld any attempt 
at a deeper connection. Elisa shared stories on 
bartending in biker bars, Mark on close calls 
with heavy winds. Mark became tired and Elisa 
told him she’d show him to her room. 
“I actually think I’ll take the couch tonight, 
if that’s okay.” 
“The couch? At least take Jackson’s bed.” 
“The couch is fine.”     
Elisa didn’t listen and picked up her boy 
from his bed, brought him into her room, 
and told Mark goodnight. Mark went to the 
bathroom for his pre-sleep routine before going 
into the kid’s room. In that room the cleanliness 
of the rest of house was lost. There was nothing 
wrong with the room besides the mess. It was a 
room for a child to be proud of with deep blue 
walls, a decent sized toy box for decent sized 
toys, a warm, shaggy carpet, and two windows. 
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themselves as Mark looked around the bus in 
hopes of squeezing himself out before everyone 
else. After five minutes he finally got his chance 
at the doors, took a step off the bus and pulled 
his bag out of the undercarriage. Mark looked 
around for Elisa with no success and took back 
to his phone. New message, same idea. He was 
there, waiting for her. 
He waited around for another minute 
then called her. No answer. He called again, no 
answer, worry. 
After a half hour a barely-a-car shot into 
the lot. Half a headlight, half a paintjob, half a 
welcome sight. Once the effects of aesthetics 
wore off Mark welcomed the car and all its 
imperfections wholly because of who was in 
the driver’s seat. He’d seen Elisa before, in 
pictures of course, but they’d never been within 
a few hundred miles of one another until now, 
her face little more than an outline in the dim 
parking lot but still an outline he had studied 
deeply. Mark waited for her to get out the car 
but she honked and popped the trunk. He 
picked his bags up and dropped them in. He 
walked to the passenger seat and as he opened 
the door a boy jumped out with a cheeseburger 
in hand. He stared at Mark for just a second and 
then resigned to the backseat. Mark twisted his 
face as he got into the car and pointed to the 
backseat.
“Who’s this?” 
“That’s Jackson, he’s my son.”
“Your son?” 
“I should have told you, I know.” 
“It’s fine. I just, never mind. It’s fine. 
“Doesn’t it feel crazy that this day is here?” 
Elisa said, nervous laughing. Her nervous laugh 
sounded just like her real laugh, she was an 
obsessive giggler, but Mark liked that. Her teeth 
stayed concealed during her nervous laugh.
“It did come quick.” 
The kid stared at Mark as Elisa pulled 
through the lot and hit the road. Her face 
looked just like the photos of her suggested, 
but now, upon seeing her as a real, really real 
person, there was something off that he couldn’t 
explain. She had basic imperfections just like 
anyone Mark knew- a slight pouch above the 
belt and a poorly-aged tattoo on an obscure part 
of the forearm- but these did not bother him, 
something was just off but he wasn’t sure why. 
He wondered if it was the expectations he had 
placed on that precise moment for months. 
The ride was primarily noiseless save 
the car’s groans and screeches. Mark felt a 
compulsion to message the Elisa in his phone 
even though the real Elisa was sitting right 
next to him. He took in the nighttime scenery 
of Terre Haute. They passed a graveyard and a 
motel with a sign that read Welcome Under New 
Mangament. A long row of familiar fast-food 
burger stops and family-style diners made Mark 
forget he’d ever left Missouri, different locations 
of the same restaurants were all that broke up 
the corn in this country. A few miles past the 
commercial strip Elisa took some turns and 
pulled into the driveway of a house her car didn’t 
suggest would look so nice. Mark suspected a 
trailer, or even worse than a trailer whatever 
that may be, but the house looked standard, not 
necessarily pretty, not noteworthy, but good, 
comfortably suburban and good. 
The three of them went into the house and 
Elisa told Mark to wait in the living room while 
she put the boy to bed. The house was nearly 
spotless. Pure white walls, carpeted floors with 
no smell, the antithesis of Elisa’s vehicle from 
hell. When she got back she sat on the couch 
adjacent to the loveseat that Mark was in.  
“Mom time’s over, let’s go out,” she said to 
Mark. 
“Go out where?” 
“I have some places, come on let’s go.” 
“Why’d you never say anything?” Mark 
asked her.  
“About what?” 
“You’re a mom.” 
“I’m only a mom until ten PM and my clock 
says it’s ten thirty, so lets go do something.” 
Mark looked unconvinced. 
“I always planned to tell you everything, 
but I’m terrible with telling people things and 
we ran out of time so quick,” Elisa said. 
“Ran out of time? We finally just met.” 
“I mean before we met, before now.” 
A car pulled into the driveway while the 
two talked.
“Do you live with someone?” Mark asked. 
Elisa rested her head into her hands and 
muttered there goes the night. Mark turned to the 
door and it opened. A somewhat tall woman 
in a police uniform walked in the house. Her 
shirt was a snug fit and her hair tight in a 
ponytail, nothing was off about her except her 
eyes were just too far apart. They were one step 
beyond where it felt eyes should be, it made 
her a rather handsome woman but the kind of 
handsome that fell short with a deeper look, 
not the handsome that withstood a careful 
eye. Mark was similarly failed under scrutiny 
with his slightly crooked nose and patchy facial 
hair. Mark looked between the two, resting his 
eyebrows in a questioning way at Elisa. Before 
Mark could question, the woman spoke. 
“How’s it going. I’m Greta.” 
Mark’s face still was contorted. 
“I’m Elisa’s sister.” 
Mark’s face rested and relieved, “It’s nice 
to meet you Greta, sorry I thought… Well I 
thought you two were together for a second. My 
name’s Mark.” 
“Nice to meet you too Mark,” Greta shot a 
too-long glance at Elisa, then walked down the 
hall and in to her room. 
“Sorry if that offended you,” Mark said to 
Elisa, “suggesting that you and your sister were 
dating.”
“I know that it’s strange for us to be living 
together in this age, but that’s just how it has 
ended up.” 
Elisa stopped her efforts to leave once Greta 
was home as if Greta were her mother. Mark and 
Elisa held a pleasant conversation for the rest 
of the night, but Mark withheld any attempt 
at a deeper connection. Elisa shared stories on 
bartending in biker bars, Mark on close calls 
with heavy winds. Mark became tired and Elisa 
told him she’d show him to her room. 
“I actually think I’ll take the couch tonight, 
if that’s okay.” 
“The couch? At least take Jackson’s bed.” 
“The couch is fine.”     
Elisa didn’t listen and picked up her boy 
from his bed, brought him into her room, 
and told Mark goodnight. Mark went to the 
bathroom for his pre-sleep routine before going 
into the kid’s room. In that room the cleanliness 
of the rest of house was lost. There was nothing 
wrong with the room besides the mess. It was a 
room for a child to be proud of with deep blue 
walls, a decent sized toy box for decent sized 
toys, a warm, shaggy carpet, and two windows. 
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Mark felt strange as he put on the spare sheets 
that Elisa had left on the bed.
Mark laid down on the twin bed and 
sleep came on in seconds. He always was an 
exceptional sleeper who dreamed in excess, and 
weeks on the road made him able to sleep in any 
bed. This night his dreams were of tornadoes 
like they were most nights. In the first he was 
just a boy in the car with his father and mother 
and sisters but his sisters were dream sisters, not 
his real sisters. He counted fifteen tornadoes 
that filled a valley between two mountain 
ranges, their car on a highway that went straight 
and only straight. One of the tornadoes sucked 
up their car and launched them upward. Once 
they got above the clouds everyone jumped 
out of the car and held on to one another. His 
father aimed them towards a river and at the 
last minute slowed their momentum and they 
survived the fall. In the second his family was at 
a beach, and from the shore they could see two 
tornadoes coming towards land. They decided 
to run towards some suburbs and hide behind 
a house until the storms died off. As they were 
hiding the siding and roofing of the house came 
flying off. Mark held onto his father as hard as 
he could, who was braced onto the last of the 
house. The two tornadoes were coming from 
east and west and closing in. Mark jumped off 
his father to hide under a car and felt helpless 
and the dream ended.
When Mark woke up he wrote down his 
dreams like he always did, and these were 
standard dreams for him. He went to the 
bathroom with a toilet that sat lower than he 
was used to, washed his hands in a sink that he 
thought to be too shallow with water he wished 
got hotter quicker. He wiped his hands on his 
shirt as he couldn’t find a towel. This displaced 
lifestyle was one he was used to in motels and 
guest rooms but one he looked forward to 
leaving behind when he got home. After his 
morning routine he went to the living room 
where Greta was sitting.            
“What do you say we go out for some 
breakfast,” she said. “There’s a place a few miles 
down the road.” 
“I’m in pajamas.” 
“Well put on some breakfast clothes and 
let’s get breakfast.” 
“Where’s Elisa?” 
“She’s out.” 
“Is she meeting us for breakfast?” 
“Put some clothes on, we’ll talk in the car.” 
After Mark changed they hopped into the 
patrol car and back tracked the trip from the 
night before, eventually pulling into the Waffle 
House parking lot. They walked in and Greta 
sat at the bar, Mark followed. The waitress 
approached the two and they ordered. The 
waitress poured some coffee then walked away. 
The two sat for a bit in silence. 
“Where are you from?” asked Greta. 
“Columbia, Missouri.” 
“How’d you meet her?” 
“Who?” 
“Who? My sister, Elisa, how’d you meet 
her?” 
“On the internet, on a dating website.” 
“I’ve never trusted that stuff, it could’ve 
been a catfish you know,” Greta chuckled to 
herself, “What’d you like about her?” 
“She seemed fun, most people are put off 
by my work but she said she’d always wanted to 
get up close with a tornado” 
“Fun or dangerous, I’ve only heard her be 
described two ways. How’s meeting her in real 
life?” 
“It’s great, I’ve been waiting a long time to 
meet her.” 
“Why are you lying to me?” Greta took a 
sip of coffee. 
“What am I lying about?” 
“No, meeting her has not been great.” 
Mark stayed silent. 
“I walked into the living room yesterday 
and whatever was happening in there wasn’t 
great. I could tell that from outside,” Greta said. 
“We talked all night, it was nice.” 
“Was it a great talk?” 
“It was nice.” 
“I asked if it was a great talk and when I say 
great I mean great.” 
“No it wasn’t great.” 
“When are you going back to Missouri?” 
“Not for a week.” 
“Here’s your All-Star, and the waffles with 
bacon,” said the waitress, plopping the plates in 
front of them. 
“If you thought me asking you out for 
breakfast was about some sister’s seal of 
approval you were wrong. If you’re leaving Terre 
Haute in a week I can’t do anything about that 
but your visit is not going to be in my home.” 
“Did I do something wrong? I just don’t 
see what this is about,” Mark said with his food 
untouched. 
Greta worked her way through bacon. She 
stopped half way through the last piece and 
took a thinking breath. 
“You’ve seen Elisa’s car?” Greta asked. 
Mark looked confused 
“Have you seen her car?” she insisted.
“Yes I’ve seen her car, what are you trying...” 
“You think someone with that car should 
have a kid?” 
“What do I have to do with her kid?” 
“You’re not a father,” Greta said to Mark.  
“No I’m not.” 
“I’m not asking I’m telling, you don’t have 
it in you. Elisa told me what you do. A storm 
chaser father? Not in my house.” 
It all seemed sudden and misplaced to 
Mark. 
“You don’t know anything about me.” Mark 
fell into cliché. 
“What’s the kid’s name?” 
Mark said nothing and Greta repeated the 
question. 
“I guess I forgot.” 
Greta sneered and Mark finally ate. 
“You took a trip to spend the week with the 
fun bartender. Well know you aren’t the first, so 
don’t take this personally.” 
Greta paid the bill and they left. Mark 
didn’t look out the window on the drive back to 
the house. When they got back Elisa was home. 
Before Greta dropped Mark off he said, 
“Give me a day. Give me a day to feel it out.”  
He left the car and Greta left for work. Elisa 
showed some concern when she saw Mark leave 
the patrol car that was matched by Mark’s. It was 
another clear day, clouds sparse on the skyline. 
Mark and Elisa went out to spend the day 
together while her son was with a babysitter.
They went day drinking and Elisa did a 
trick where she took a drag from a cigarette, 
held the smoke, took a shot, then exhaled. She 
asked Mark to try and when he did his lungs 
burnt and he coughed hard. She laughed while 
he coughed but he didn’t. The day blurred 
between downtown bars. Eventually Mark felt 
obligated to reach for Elisa’s hand and when 
she didn’t pull away he wished she had. She 
gave him a kiss that he wished he turned away 
for. Mark wondered why day drinking with 
her sounded so fun during those long nights 
in hotels in nowhere Kansas, Oklahoma, and 
Texas hoping for funnels that only occasionally 
formed and rarely touched the ground.
He remembered one night near Dodge City, 
Kansas. There were two storm cells forming. 
The northern storm had high potential, deep 
rotation and an issued tornado warning. He 
waited for a long while, through dark clouds 
and heavy precipitation. It had every sign 
of a tornado but after an hour of waiting he 
decided one wasn’t going to form, and if it 
was, it wouldn’t be photogenic. He gave up 
on the northern storm and took south, where 
a smaller cell was forming. He waited until 
almost sun down while nothing formed. He 
had been messaging Elisa since the morning. 
In what seemed like an instant, there was a 
tornado warning for the southern cell. He 
saw a pinwheel on the radar and checked base 
velocity. A tornado was coming. He passed 
through a wall of precipitation and before sun 
down he caught three tornados on camera, back 
to back to back. After they all passed there was 
a rainbow lightning sunset in a deep red sky of 
clouds. Mark stayed the night in Dodge City 
but barely slept, he replayed the footage of the 
storm on the motel television. Those were the 
nights that kept him doing it. It wasn’t until 
morning that he remembered Elisa and thought 
to send a message. She had sent him goodnight 
twice and good morning once. 
*   *   *
That night they sobered up since Elisa only 
had the sitter until seven. After dinner she asked 
Mark if he’d be okay with the kid while she ran 
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that Elisa had left on the bed.
Mark laid down on the twin bed and 
sleep came on in seconds. He always was an 
exceptional sleeper who dreamed in excess, and 
weeks on the road made him able to sleep in any 
bed. This night his dreams were of tornadoes 
like they were most nights. In the first he was 
just a boy in the car with his father and mother 
and sisters but his sisters were dream sisters, not 
his real sisters. He counted fifteen tornadoes 
that filled a valley between two mountain 
ranges, their car on a highway that went straight 
and only straight. One of the tornadoes sucked 
up their car and launched them upward. Once 
they got above the clouds everyone jumped 
out of the car and held on to one another. His 
father aimed them towards a river and at the 
last minute slowed their momentum and they 
survived the fall. In the second his family was at 
a beach, and from the shore they could see two 
tornadoes coming towards land. They decided 
to run towards some suburbs and hide behind 
a house until the storms died off. As they were 
hiding the siding and roofing of the house came 
flying off. Mark held onto his father as hard as 
he could, who was braced onto the last of the 
house. The two tornadoes were coming from 
east and west and closing in. Mark jumped off 
his father to hide under a car and felt helpless 
and the dream ended.
When Mark woke up he wrote down his 
dreams like he always did, and these were 
standard dreams for him. He went to the 
bathroom with a toilet that sat lower than he 
was used to, washed his hands in a sink that he 
thought to be too shallow with water he wished 
got hotter quicker. He wiped his hands on his 
shirt as he couldn’t find a towel. This displaced 
lifestyle was one he was used to in motels and 
guest rooms but one he looked forward to 
leaving behind when he got home. After his 
morning routine he went to the living room 
where Greta was sitting.            
“What do you say we go out for some 
breakfast,” she said. “There’s a place a few miles 
down the road.” 
“I’m in pajamas.” 
“Well put on some breakfast clothes and 
let’s get breakfast.” 
“Where’s Elisa?” 
“She’s out.” 
“Is she meeting us for breakfast?” 
“Put some clothes on, we’ll talk in the car.” 
After Mark changed they hopped into the 
patrol car and back tracked the trip from the 
night before, eventually pulling into the Waffle 
House parking lot. They walked in and Greta 
sat at the bar, Mark followed. The waitress 
approached the two and they ordered. The 
waitress poured some coffee then walked away. 
The two sat for a bit in silence. 
“Where are you from?” asked Greta. 
“Columbia, Missouri.” 
“How’d you meet her?” 
“Who?” 
“Who? My sister, Elisa, how’d you meet 
her?” 
“On the internet, on a dating website.” 
“I’ve never trusted that stuff, it could’ve 
been a catfish you know,” Greta chuckled to 
herself, “What’d you like about her?” 
“She seemed fun, most people are put off 
by my work but she said she’d always wanted to 
get up close with a tornado” 
“Fun or dangerous, I’ve only heard her be 
described two ways. How’s meeting her in real 
life?” 
“It’s great, I’ve been waiting a long time to 
meet her.” 
“Why are you lying to me?” Greta took a 
sip of coffee. 
“What am I lying about?” 
“No, meeting her has not been great.” 
Mark stayed silent. 
“I walked into the living room yesterday 
and whatever was happening in there wasn’t 
great. I could tell that from outside,” Greta said. 
“We talked all night, it was nice.” 
“Was it a great talk?” 
“It was nice.” 
“I asked if it was a great talk and when I say 
great I mean great.” 
“No it wasn’t great.” 
“When are you going back to Missouri?” 
“Not for a week.” 
“Here’s your All-Star, and the waffles with 
bacon,” said the waitress, plopping the plates in 
front of them. 
“If you thought me asking you out for 
breakfast was about some sister’s seal of 
approval you were wrong. If you’re leaving Terre 
Haute in a week I can’t do anything about that 
but your visit is not going to be in my home.” 
“Did I do something wrong? I just don’t 
see what this is about,” Mark said with his food 
untouched. 
Greta worked her way through bacon. She 
stopped half way through the last piece and 
took a thinking breath. 
“You’ve seen Elisa’s car?” Greta asked. 
Mark looked confused 
“Have you seen her car?” she insisted.
“Yes I’ve seen her car, what are you trying...” 
“You think someone with that car should 
have a kid?” 
“What do I have to do with her kid?” 
“You’re not a father,” Greta said to Mark.  
“No I’m not.” 
“I’m not asking I’m telling, you don’t have 
it in you. Elisa told me what you do. A storm 
chaser father? Not in my house.” 
It all seemed sudden and misplaced to 
Mark. 
“You don’t know anything about me.” Mark 
fell into cliché. 
“What’s the kid’s name?” 
Mark said nothing and Greta repeated the 
question. 
“I guess I forgot.” 
Greta sneered and Mark finally ate. 
“You took a trip to spend the week with the 
fun bartender. Well know you aren’t the first, so 
don’t take this personally.” 
Greta paid the bill and they left. Mark 
didn’t look out the window on the drive back to 
the house. When they got back Elisa was home. 
Before Greta dropped Mark off he said, 
“Give me a day. Give me a day to feel it out.”  
He left the car and Greta left for work. Elisa 
showed some concern when she saw Mark leave 
the patrol car that was matched by Mark’s. It was 
another clear day, clouds sparse on the skyline. 
Mark and Elisa went out to spend the day 
together while her son was with a babysitter.
They went day drinking and Elisa did a 
trick where she took a drag from a cigarette, 
held the smoke, took a shot, then exhaled. She 
asked Mark to try and when he did his lungs 
burnt and he coughed hard. She laughed while 
he coughed but he didn’t. The day blurred 
between downtown bars. Eventually Mark felt 
obligated to reach for Elisa’s hand and when 
she didn’t pull away he wished she had. She 
gave him a kiss that he wished he turned away 
for. Mark wondered why day drinking with 
her sounded so fun during those long nights 
in hotels in nowhere Kansas, Oklahoma, and 
Texas hoping for funnels that only occasionally 
formed and rarely touched the ground.
He remembered one night near Dodge City, 
Kansas. There were two storm cells forming. 
The northern storm had high potential, deep 
rotation and an issued tornado warning. He 
waited for a long while, through dark clouds 
and heavy precipitation. It had every sign 
of a tornado but after an hour of waiting he 
decided one wasn’t going to form, and if it 
was, it wouldn’t be photogenic. He gave up 
on the northern storm and took south, where 
a smaller cell was forming. He waited until 
almost sun down while nothing formed. He 
had been messaging Elisa since the morning. 
In what seemed like an instant, there was a 
tornado warning for the southern cell. He 
saw a pinwheel on the radar and checked base 
velocity. A tornado was coming. He passed 
through a wall of precipitation and before sun 
down he caught three tornados on camera, back 
to back to back. After they all passed there was 
a rainbow lightning sunset in a deep red sky of 
clouds. Mark stayed the night in Dodge City 
but barely slept, he replayed the footage of the 
storm on the motel television. Those were the 
nights that kept him doing it. It wasn’t until 
morning that he remembered Elisa and thought 
to send a message. She had sent him goodnight 
twice and good morning once. 
*   *   *
That night they sobered up since Elisa only 
had the sitter until seven. After dinner she asked 
Mark if he’d be okay with the kid while she ran 
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to get cigarettes. She said she didn’t like for the 
boy to see her smoke. Mark didn’t know if it was 
too late to ask for his name, at this point it’d been 
a full day. It wasn’t until they were left alone 
that Mark realized just how little time he spent 
around kids. One of his sisters had children but 
she lived in Florida and he wasn’t sure if he’d 
even been in the same room as a kid in over a 
year. The boy didn’t talk much but he stared a 
lot. Right into Mark’s eyes and eventually Mark 
could only look away. He asked the kid about 
girlfriends and hobbies but rarely got more than 
one word if an answer came at all. When Elisa 
got home she smelt like her purchase and Mark 
was counting the minutes until the night was 
over. She put the kid to bed in his room and 
told Mark Greta would be at the station until 
the morning. Given the on-the-road nature of 
his work, it was the first time he had been with 
someone in longer than he cared to think about, 
but even in bed the spark was missing. She was 
fun, but he wasn’t having any. 
That night when Mark fell asleep he didn’t 
dream of tornadoes, not even thunderstorms. In 
his dream he woke up to the sound of knocking. 
He was in room thirteen of an unfamiliar motel. 
It wasn’t on his door but it was loud. It stopped. 
It came back, a little bit louder for about a half 
minute. It stopped. Knocking again, even louder 
for another thirty seconds. Then nothing. In the 
short hiatus Mark came fully to, and walked to 
the window of the motel room to find the source 
of the noise. The knocking started again, Mark 
peeled open his blinds and saw what looked like a 
young boy hitting on the door three rooms over. 
He was knocking ferociously with bloodied 
knuckles, leaving four red dots on every door in 
the motel. The kid stopped and started walking 
towards Mark’s room, stopping two rooms over. 
Once he began again Mark realized that the 
TV was still on. Lunging to the TV he pressed 
the power button. The sound of the boy went 
away, just silence. It started again, clearly on 
room twelve’s door. Mark moved against the 
wall. Silence. Footsteps started, getting closer 
and louder, then a hard stop. Mark breathed in 
and immediately the knocking began. The kid’s 
hand slammed against the door as Mark sat 
motionlessly behind it, a cop car flew down the 
street with sirens blaring. 
Mark stayed pressed up against the wall until 
the knocking completely stopped. A familiar 
moment of dead silence preceded footsteps that 
headed in the direction of room fourteen. The 
pattern continued, and Mark looked out in the 
parking lot. Only his car was at the motel. I must 
be the only one here, he thought. The kid finished 
knocking on the last room of the first floor and 
headed towards the road. Mark sat on the bed 
for a second then looked back at the boy. I need 
to see if he’s okay. He slipped his shoes on and 
walked out the door.  
Mark woke up in a warm, fresh sweat. He 
looked around the room for eyes looking back 
but there were none, Elisa was no longer in 
bed. He had to take a minute to reorient. Once 
he fully remembered where he was he took a 
moment to think about whether he wanted to 
be there, and another to think about supercells 
from which funnels never formed. He wrote 
nothing down. He walked out to the living 
room and only Greta was there.  
“So?” She said to Mark. 
“I might go, but it’s got nothing to do with 
what you want. It’s none of your business what 
goes on between us.” 
“Then why are you going?” 
“Do you know the last time Terre Haute got 
a tornado?” 
“Must have been about ten years ago now.” 
“Ten years ago. Hasn’t been a thunderstorm 
here for a couple months, no?” 
“Could be, I don’t know exactly.” 
Mark spent a thoughtful second in the 
living room then headed back to the boy’s room 
to pack up. When he got back to the living room 
he turned to Greta, “What are you going to tell 
Elisa?” 
“I’m not sure, but it’ll be nicer than you 
telling her she just wasn’t what you wanted,” 
Greta pulled out her keys, “I’ll drive you to a 
motel.” 
“Just drop me off at the bus station,” Mark 
said. “I’ll get a new ticket.” 
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to get cigarettes. She said she didn’t like for the 
boy to see her smoke. Mark didn’t know if it was 
too late to ask for his name, at this point it’d been 
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she lived in Florida and he wasn’t sure if he’d 
even been in the same room as a kid in over a 
year. The boy didn’t talk much but he stared a 
lot. Right into Mark’s eyes and eventually Mark 
could only look away. He asked the kid about 
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one word if an answer came at all. When Elisa 
got home she smelt like her purchase and Mark 
was counting the minutes until the night was 
over. She put the kid to bed in his room and 
told Mark Greta would be at the station until 
the morning. Given the on-the-road nature of 
his work, it was the first time he had been with 
someone in longer than he cared to think about, 
but even in bed the spark was missing. She was 
fun, but he wasn’t having any. 
That night when Mark fell asleep he didn’t 
dream of tornadoes, not even thunderstorms. In 
his dream he woke up to the sound of knocking. 
He was in room thirteen of an unfamiliar motel. 
It wasn’t on his door but it was loud. It stopped. 
It came back, a little bit louder for about a half 
minute. It stopped. Knocking again, even louder 
for another thirty seconds. Then nothing. In the 
short hiatus Mark came fully to, and walked to 
the window of the motel room to find the source 
of the noise. The knocking started again, Mark 
peeled open his blinds and saw what looked like a 
young boy hitting on the door three rooms over. 
He was knocking ferociously with bloodied 
knuckles, leaving four red dots on every door in 
the motel. The kid stopped and started walking 
towards Mark’s room, stopping two rooms over. 
Once he began again Mark realized that the 
TV was still on. Lunging to the TV he pressed 
the power button. The sound of the boy went 
away, just silence. It started again, clearly on 
room twelve’s door. Mark moved against the 
wall. Silence. Footsteps started, getting closer 
and louder, then a hard stop. Mark breathed in 
and immediately the knocking began. The kid’s 
hand slammed against the door as Mark sat 
motionlessly behind it, a cop car flew down the 
street with sirens blaring. 
Mark stayed pressed up against the wall until 
the knocking completely stopped. A familiar 
moment of dead silence preceded footsteps that 
headed in the direction of room fourteen. The 
pattern continued, and Mark looked out in the 
parking lot. Only his car was at the motel. I must 
be the only one here, he thought. The kid finished 
knocking on the last room of the first floor and 
headed towards the road. Mark sat on the bed 
for a second then looked back at the boy. I need 
to see if he’s okay. He slipped his shoes on and 
walked out the door.  
Mark woke up in a warm, fresh sweat. He 
looked around the room for eyes looking back 
but there were none, Elisa was no longer in 
bed. He had to take a minute to reorient. Once 
he fully remembered where he was he took a 
moment to think about whether he wanted to 
be there, and another to think about supercells 
from which funnels never formed. He wrote 
nothing down. He walked out to the living 
room and only Greta was there.  
“So?” She said to Mark. 
“I might go, but it’s got nothing to do with 
what you want. It’s none of your business what 
goes on between us.” 
“Then why are you going?” 
“Do you know the last time Terre Haute got 
a tornado?” 
“Must have been about ten years ago now.” 
“Ten years ago. Hasn’t been a thunderstorm 
here for a couple months, no?” 
“Could be, I don’t know exactly.” 
Mark spent a thoughtful second in the 
living room then headed back to the boy’s room 
to pack up. When he got back to the living room 
he turned to Greta, “What are you going to tell 
Elisa?” 
“I’m not sure, but it’ll be nicer than you 
telling her she just wasn’t what you wanted,” 
Greta pulled out her keys, “I’ll drive you to a 
motel.” 
“Just drop me off at the bus station,” Mark 
said. “I’ll get a new ticket.” 
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As the warning bell rang, everyone rushed 
to their classes, hoping to get a seat next to his 
or her closest friend in that period.
Lillian, a girl that had just turned sixteen, 
sat in her desk in Mr. Harrison’s history class.
As she prepared for the class, she accidentally 
knocked her pen off her desk.
When she looked around for it, she turned 
around to find Jared, a boy about her age hold-
ing it up to her. She smiled at him. He handed 
her the pen, then turned to look out the win-
dow, giving Lillian no response in return. Her 
smile faded as she turned back around to listen 
to their teacher. Lillian looked back at Jared 
again, a bit of worry that cascaded the sides of 
her mind and heart.
Lillian had known Jared since the third 
grade. They were really good friends until jun-
ior high when she had joined the drama team. 
Their whole friend group had drifted apart at 
that time, never really keeping in contact, even 
though they all lived within the same two square 
mile town. She had never really thought about 
how sad that really was, but as she looked at 
Jared now, she couldn’t help but feel something 
was wrong. Over the past couple years, she had 
seen him all over town, smiling and content 
with a book in his hands, just like when they 
were kids. As she looked down at his backpack, 
all she saw was an empty bag. In this moment, 
she knew something was eating at him. Turn-
ing back around, she clutched the glass and gold 
intwined cross around her neck. Memories of 
her childhood spent running around town with 
Jared drifted through her mind. She smiled, re-
membering how simple those times were, how 
good of friendsthey used to be. She turned to 
talk to Jared, but as she did Mr. Harrison drew 
the attention of the class.
“Okay class, I would like to start off this se-
mester by compiling a list of world events that 
have happened within the last century. Can 
anybody name an event?”
Hands instantly raised, naming event after 
event. These events consisted of World War 
II and the Holocaust, the attack on the Twin 
Towers, and other such atrocities that involved 
mass casualties. Everyone thought of the worst 
things, but no one seemed to think of any 
events that didn’t involve death or destruction. 
Mr. Harrison then turned to Jared, who was lay-
ing his head down, looking out the window at 
the heavy clouds that rolled over the school and 
into the horizon in every direction.
“Jared, do you have any events to add to the 
list,” Mr. Harrison asked.
Jared lifted his head and looked around the 
room at everyone who was staring at him, many 
of which were raising their hands to answer the 
question. Lillian stared back at him and gave 
him a kind smile, encouraging him to speak up. 
He shook his head and laid his head back down, 
moving his stare towards the clock. Mr. Harri-
son picked on someone else as they answered 
the question, adding more atrocious events to 
the list. He then passed out the textbooks for 
the class and directed everyone to work with 
one or two people around them to find a detail 
about one of the events that they didn’t know. 
Lillian turned to Jared, and waved her hand in 
front of his face to get his attention.
“Hey, do you want to work together?”
Jared lifted his head and looked at Lillian, 
her face so innocent and kind that he couldn’t 
help but want to nod in agreement.
“Sorry Lillian, why don’t you work with 
Taryn and Jeffrey for this exercise. I need to talk 
with Jared for a minute.”
“Okay, Mr. Harrison,” Lillian said as she 
turned back around in her desk and joined her 
other classmates. She watched as Mr. Harrison 
and Jared left the room and stood out in the hall-
way next to the lockers. Mr. Harrison closed the 
door part way so their conversation couldn’t be 
overheard. She tried anyways, wanting to know 
what was going on with her old friend.
She heard Mr. Harrison speaking to Jared, 
but couldn’t make out what he was saying. She 
stood up and walked over to the pencil sharp-
ener, pulling out a pre-sharpened pencil. As 
she did, she watched Jared nod to whatever Mr. 
Harrison was saying to him.
The door opened and Jared returned to his 
desk, slumping down into his chair and putting 
up his hood. Mr. Harrison soon followed, eye-
ing Lillian as she put her pencil into the sharp-
ener. She smiled, hoping Mr. Harrison hadn’t 
noticed the sharp tip of the pencil. He walked 
to the front of the classroom and straightened 
his papers on the podium.
Lillian peered back at Jared over her shoul-
der as he stared out the window again. She felt 
like she should do something, but wasn’t sure 
what. Even though they hadn’t actually spoken 
to each other for about a year, she still consid-
ered him a friend.
She returned to her desk and tried to hold 
her focus on the front of class and Mr. Harri-
son’s plan for the semester. Any other day it 
would have been easy, but her mind was con-
sumed with worry for Jared.
After the bell rang at the end of class, Lil-
lian waited for Jared to pack his stuff up before 
getting up from her chair. She started to follow 
him out of the room, hoping to talk to him, but 
Mr. Harrison stepped in front of her.
“Lillian, I want to talk to you for a moment.”
She froze, thinking that he had caught her 
eavesdropping on his conversation with Jared. 
“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble,” Mr. Har-
rison said. “I just want you to be patientwith 
Jared. He’s been through a lot in the past couple 
months and may be unwelcoming to people at 
the moment.”
“Okay, Mr. Harrison. I just want to help 
him,” Lillian said as she twirled her cross in her 
fingers. “I’ve known Jared for some time. I’m 
sure he will talk with me.”
“That sounds nice Lillian, but just be pa-
tient, don’t push him to talk.” Mr. Harrison 
looked up at the clock. “You should probably 
get to your next class. I’ll call up to Mr. Lendon 
and tell him I had kept you after class for a min-
ute.” Mr. Harrison picked up the phone on his 
desk and dialed the extension.
“Thanks, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Lillian 
said as she walked out the door and rushed to-
wards the stairway.
A couple hours later, Lillian was walking to 
lunch when she saw Jared walking over to his 
locker. She smiled as she diverted towards him 
and away from her friends a few feet in front of 
her. They stared at her confused.
“Hey Jared.”
Jared peered around the corner of his locker 
door and nodded at her. He pulled his books out 
of his backpack, placing them on the shelf of his 
locker. When his backpack was empty he flung 
it over his shoulder and closed his locker. Lil-
lian was still standing there smiling at him. He 
waved at her then walked past her towards the 
stairway to the cafeteria. She followed, walking 
right by her friends. One of her friends grabbed 
her wrist, causing Lillian to turn around.
“Lilly, what are you doing? Why you talk-
ing with that weirdo?”
“He’s not a weirdo Stacy, he’s my friend,” 
Lillian said, puling her wrist away. “He deserves 
the same amount of attention as anyone else 
here.” Lillian’s tone calmed as she stepped away 
from her friends and followed Jared. “Jared! 
Jared, wait up!”
She caught up to him as he entered the caf-
eteria. It was still early, there wasn’t much of a 
line yet. The aroma of the school lunch filled 
the room.
“Smells like your favorite. Grilled cheese 
and tomato soup.”
Jared shrugged as he looked at the line of 
food in front of him. Lillian knew for sure that 
there was something wrong now. Jared would 
always get excited for grilled cheese day.
“Hey, do you want to sit together?” Lillian 
waited for a answer, but only got a shrug. “Cool. 
You can tell me about your summer. I’m sure it 
was pretty cool.”
Jared stopped and took a deep breath. 
His heart began pounding and he felt like he 
couldn’t breath. He looked around at all the 
people that were sitting around him or stand-
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As the warning bell rang, everyone rushed 
to their classes, hoping to get a seat next to his 
or her closest friend in that period.
Lillian, a girl that had just turned sixteen, 
sat in her desk in Mr. Harrison’s history class.
As she prepared for the class, she accidentally 
knocked her pen off her desk.
When she looked around for it, she turned 
around to find Jared, a boy about her age hold-
ing it up to her. She smiled at him. He handed 
her the pen, then turned to look out the win-
dow, giving Lillian no response in return. Her 
smile faded as she turned back around to listen 
to their teacher. Lillian looked back at Jared 
again, a bit of worry that cascaded the sides of 
her mind and heart.
Lillian had known Jared since the third 
grade. They were really good friends until jun-
ior high when she had joined the drama team. 
Their whole friend group had drifted apart at 
that time, never really keeping in contact, even 
though they all lived within the same two square 
mile town. She had never really thought about 
how sad that really was, but as she looked at 
Jared now, she couldn’t help but feel something 
was wrong. Over the past couple years, she had 
seen him all over town, smiling and content 
with a book in his hands, just like when they 
were kids. As she looked down at his backpack, 
all she saw was an empty bag. In this moment, 
she knew something was eating at him. Turn-
ing back around, she clutched the glass and gold 
intwined cross around her neck. Memories of 
her childhood spent running around town with 
Jared drifted through her mind. She smiled, re-
membering how simple those times were, how 
good of friendsthey used to be. She turned to 
talk to Jared, but as she did Mr. Harrison drew 
the attention of the class.
“Okay class, I would like to start off this se-
mester by compiling a list of world events that 
have happened within the last century. Can 
anybody name an event?”
Hands instantly raised, naming event after 
event. These events consisted of World War 
II and the Holocaust, the attack on the Twin 
Towers, and other such atrocities that involved 
mass casualties. Everyone thought of the worst 
things, but no one seemed to think of any 
events that didn’t involve death or destruction. 
Mr. Harrison then turned to Jared, who was lay-
ing his head down, looking out the window at 
the heavy clouds that rolled over the school and 
into the horizon in every direction.
“Jared, do you have any events to add to the 
list,” Mr. Harrison asked.
Jared lifted his head and looked around the 
room at everyone who was staring at him, many 
of which were raising their hands to answer the 
question. Lillian stared back at him and gave 
him a kind smile, encouraging him to speak up. 
He shook his head and laid his head back down, 
moving his stare towards the clock. Mr. Harri-
son picked on someone else as they answered 
the question, adding more atrocious events to 
the list. He then passed out the textbooks for 
the class and directed everyone to work with 
one or two people around them to find a detail 
about one of the events that they didn’t know. 
Lillian turned to Jared, and waved her hand in 
front of his face to get his attention.
“Hey, do you want to work together?”
Jared lifted his head and looked at Lillian, 
her face so innocent and kind that he couldn’t 
help but want to nod in agreement.
“Sorry Lillian, why don’t you work with 
Taryn and Jeffrey for this exercise. I need to talk 
with Jared for a minute.”
“Okay, Mr. Harrison,” Lillian said as she 
turned back around in her desk and joined her 
other classmates. She watched as Mr. Harrison 
and Jared left the room and stood out in the hall-
way next to the lockers. Mr. Harrison closed the 
door part way so their conversation couldn’t be 
overheard. She tried anyways, wanting to know 
what was going on with her old friend.
She heard Mr. Harrison speaking to Jared, 
but couldn’t make out what he was saying. She 
stood up and walked over to the pencil sharp-
ener, pulling out a pre-sharpened pencil. As 
she did, she watched Jared nod to whatever Mr. 
Harrison was saying to him.
The door opened and Jared returned to his 
desk, slumping down into his chair and putting 
up his hood. Mr. Harrison soon followed, eye-
ing Lillian as she put her pencil into the sharp-
ener. She smiled, hoping Mr. Harrison hadn’t 
noticed the sharp tip of the pencil. He walked 
to the front of the classroom and straightened 
his papers on the podium.
Lillian peered back at Jared over her shoul-
der as he stared out the window again. She felt 
like she should do something, but wasn’t sure 
what. Even though they hadn’t actually spoken 
to each other for about a year, she still consid-
ered him a friend.
She returned to her desk and tried to hold 
her focus on the front of class and Mr. Harri-
son’s plan for the semester. Any other day it 
would have been easy, but her mind was con-
sumed with worry for Jared.
After the bell rang at the end of class, Lil-
lian waited for Jared to pack his stuff up before 
getting up from her chair. She started to follow 
him out of the room, hoping to talk to him, but 
Mr. Harrison stepped in front of her.
“Lillian, I want to talk to you for a moment.”
She froze, thinking that he had caught her 
eavesdropping on his conversation with Jared. 
“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble,” Mr. Har-
rison said. “I just want you to be patientwith 
Jared. He’s been through a lot in the past couple 
months and may be unwelcoming to people at 
the moment.”
“Okay, Mr. Harrison. I just want to help 
him,” Lillian said as she twirled her cross in her 
fingers. “I’ve known Jared for some time. I’m 
sure he will talk with me.”
“That sounds nice Lillian, but just be pa-
tient, don’t push him to talk.” Mr. Harrison 
looked up at the clock. “You should probably 
get to your next class. I’ll call up to Mr. Lendon 
and tell him I had kept you after class for a min-
ute.” Mr. Harrison picked up the phone on his 
desk and dialed the extension.
“Thanks, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Lillian 
said as she walked out the door and rushed to-
wards the stairway.
A couple hours later, Lillian was walking to 
lunch when she saw Jared walking over to his 
locker. She smiled as she diverted towards him 
and away from her friends a few feet in front of 
her. They stared at her confused.
“Hey Jared.”
Jared peered around the corner of his locker 
door and nodded at her. He pulled his books out 
of his backpack, placing them on the shelf of his 
locker. When his backpack was empty he flung 
it over his shoulder and closed his locker. Lil-
lian was still standing there smiling at him. He 
waved at her then walked past her towards the 
stairway to the cafeteria. She followed, walking 
right by her friends. One of her friends grabbed 
her wrist, causing Lillian to turn around.
“Lilly, what are you doing? Why you talk-
ing with that weirdo?”
“He’s not a weirdo Stacy, he’s my friend,” 
Lillian said, puling her wrist away. “He deserves 
the same amount of attention as anyone else 
here.” Lillian’s tone calmed as she stepped away 
from her friends and followed Jared. “Jared! 
Jared, wait up!”
She caught up to him as he entered the caf-
eteria. It was still early, there wasn’t much of a 
line yet. The aroma of the school lunch filled 
the room.
“Smells like your favorite. Grilled cheese 
and tomato soup.”
Jared shrugged as he looked at the line of 
food in front of him. Lillian knew for sure that 
there was something wrong now. Jared would 
always get excited for grilled cheese day.
“Hey, do you want to sit together?” Lillian 
waited for a answer, but only got a shrug. “Cool. 
You can tell me about your summer. I’m sure it 
was pretty cool.”
Jared stopped and took a deep breath. 
His heart began pounding and he felt like he 
couldn’t breath. He looked around at all the 
people that were sitting around him or stand-
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ing in line behind him. He felt like they were all 
concentrating on him.
Lillian put her tray down and guided Jared 
to a bench. “Just breathe, just breathe. You’re 
okay.” Lillian held onto his hands and kneeled 
down in front of him.
People walked by, whispering and staring at 
Jared. Lillian turned to them and glared. “Keep 
moving! This is none of your business!” Lillian 
said. Her fists were balled and herbody rigid. 
The people moved on, moving the focus of their 
whispers now to her.
Lillian took a deep breath as she clutched 
her cross. She hated letting her anger get the 
best of her, it always made her feel sick when 
she lost her temper. Looking back up at Jared, 
she realized he had stopped shaking and was 
taking deep breaths of his own. He looked at 
her then pulled his hands away.
“Lillian, maybe you should take your own 
advice,” Jared said with a quiver in his voice. 
Lillian was taken aback. She just sat there as 
he stood up, grabbed his food tray from theline 
and sat at the farthest table from anyone else in 
the cafeteria.
Never had Jared ever spoken to her like that, 
not even when five years ago she had shattered a 
glass sculpture that Jared had spent hours form-
ing. Back then he was frustrated and blamed 
her, but he never was so abrupt even though he 
was heartbroken at his masterpiece being shat-
tered. That time all she had to do was apologize, 
but she had a feeling that this time would take 
a lot more than that. It sickened her even more 
when she realized that was the most they had 
said to each other in over a year.
She went to her normal spot. Her friends 
soon surrounded her, but no matter what they 
said or did, her eyes were drawn to Jared, trying 
to decide how to fix whatever she had broken.
Later that night, Lillian returned home for 
dinner with her parents and siblings. They were 
all sat around a large dining table, prepared to 
eat. Her mom came in with a whole lasagna with 
pesto that she had spent all day making from 
scratch. The smell filled the room in seconds, 
tempting everyone to just dig in right away. 
Her dad began to serve everyone. Her brother 
Eli took a bite as his plate was placed in front 
of him.
“Wait Eli, wait for everyone to sit down,” 
Lilly said from across the table.
“What’s your problem Lilly? We never wait 
for everyone.”
“Yeah honey, what’s up. You’ve been a lit-
tle different since you got back from school. Is 
everything all right,” her dad asked, whom was 
still serving lasagna to everyone.
“School was fine. Classes were easy.”
“Then what is it Lilly? You can talk to us,” 
Lillian’s mom said, placing more food on the ta-
ble.
“I can’t stop thinking about Jared. He 
looked so sad today. When I asked about his 
summer, he almost broke down crying.”
Lillian’s parents looked at each other, 
knowing exactly what was wrong. Lillian picked 
up on their solitary understanding looks.
“What is it? Do you know something?”
“Lilly we didn’t want to tell you until you 
had settled back into school and home. You 
only got back a week ago” her dad said, his voice 
hesitant.
“What is it? What are you not telling 
me?” Her voice raising to frustration. Lillian’s 
dad cleared his throat as he looked at his wife. 
“Jared’s father died this lastsummer, he had a 
heart attack.”
Lillian was struck silent, her face scrunch-
ing from confusion to disgusted in a few sec-
onds. “How could you not tell me that Daniel 
died! Jared is one of my oldest friends, and Dan-
iel used to be yours,” Lillian said as the aston-
ishment of her parents’ oversight and her own 
anger rushed to the surface.
“That’s no excuse. You should have told 
me! I deserved to know!”
“Lillian. How dare you talk to your father 
like that,” her mom said, a scowl on her face.
“Because, he’s the reason that Jared and I are 
no longer friends!” She turned to her dad, star-
ing him in the eye and said with a direct tone, 
“I was there when he told Daniel that I was no 
longer allowed at their house. You’re still afraid 
that I am closer to him than I am to you.”
Her dad sat back in his chair. Embarrass-
ment covered his face as he tried to hide it with 
his hand on his head. He looked everywhere but 
at his daughter before standing up and walking 
out of the room.
There was silence in the room for several 
minutes until Lillian spoke again. “Can I be ex-
cused? I’m no longer hungry.”
Her mom gave her a solemn nod, then 
turned to the living room where her husband 
sat. Lillian pushed back her chair and ran to her 
room. Throwing herself onto her bed, she be-
gan to think about what she had said. Her heart 
still beating heavily, she clutched her cross and 
closed her eyes, whispering a prayer of forgive-
ness.
The next day, Lillian tried to sit next to 
Jared in all the classes they shared. Many of 
which she didn’t get the opportunity. In the 
classes she did get to sit next to him, they had 
no group exercises, so it didn’t give her the op-
portunity to work her way into a conversation. 
That didn’t stop her from showing any other 
such compassion that she could. Every time 
he looked up, she would smile at him, trying to 
reassure him that someone was there for him. 
He would often look away without returning an 
expression.
Finally when she saw him in the hallway by 
his locker, after their last class of the day, she 
got the courage to say something to him. She 
walked up to him and placed a kind, gentle 
hand on his shoulder.
“Lillian, I asked you to leave me alone,” he 
said shrugging off her hand. “Why do you even 
care anyways? Go back to your perfect life and 
ignore me like you have for the past four years.” 
Jared’s tone drew the attention of the people 
around him. He glared at them to keep walking. 
Lillian pulled back her hand.
“Jared, I know I haven’t been around, but 
I want to change that. I want us to hang out 
again, to be friends like when we were kids.”
“Just leave Lillian, you have no idea what 
my life is like,” Jared said, slamming his locker 
as he flung his backpack over his shoulder. He 
walked to the front door of the school, people 
avoiding him, hoping to not get caught in his 
rampage. Lillian ran after him, apologizing to 
some of the people that had tripped while try-
ing to get out of Jared’s way.
“Hey Jared, I wanted to say that I’m sorry 
about your dad,” Lillian yelled as she tried 
catching up with Jared. He stopped, his breath-
ing quickening with anger.
“Why do you care now? You’ve ignored 
us both for the majority of four years. What’s 
changed,” he said turning to her.
She was silent. There was no difference be-
tween yesterday and today besides she knew of 
his dad’s death. She tried to think of something, 
but nothing she thought of would sound right.
“That’s what I thought. You’re just like 
everyone else, pitying me.” He walked off. Any 
other time, she would have brushed it off and 
walked away, not thinking of it again. This time 
she wasn’t going to let it end like that.
“I’m not everyone else!” She ran after him 
again, this time blocking his path. “I’m your 
friend Jared. I’m here to help you.”
“A friend doesn’t abandon someone be-
cause they’re going into a new school,” he said 
brushing past her. “You all abandoned me, I just 
didn’t see it until this summer.”
Lillian looked at Jared, her eyes filling with 
tears as she realized he was right. She had aban-
doned him. She clutched her cross, whispering. 
Tears blinding her sight, a Jared shaped blur in 
front of her.
“I’m sorry Jared. I didn’t mean to abandon 
you. What matters is that I am here now. I am 
here right in front of you, asking you to forgive 
me and be my friend again. We can go down to 
Mr. Williams shop and get some licorice and or-
ange soda.”
Jared’s body and demeanor relaxed as the 
memories of their childhood flashed through 
his mind. A smile peeked from his face before 
his eyes narrowed in on something. His body 
tightened again as he looked down at her hand 
that clutched her cross.
“You’ll just abandon me again. Just like He 
did,” Jared said, pointing at the cross. Lillian 
looked down, then at Jared. She knew what had 
been missing, Jared wasn’t wearing the glass and 
gold cross that his dad had made him, almost an 
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ing in line behind him. He felt like they were all 
concentrating on him.
Lillian put her tray down and guided Jared 
to a bench. “Just breathe, just breathe. You’re 
okay.” Lillian held onto his hands and kneeled 
down in front of him.
People walked by, whispering and staring at 
Jared. Lillian turned to them and glared. “Keep 
moving! This is none of your business!” Lillian 
said. Her fists were balled and herbody rigid. 
The people moved on, moving the focus of their 
whispers now to her.
Lillian took a deep breath as she clutched 
her cross. She hated letting her anger get the 
best of her, it always made her feel sick when 
she lost her temper. Looking back up at Jared, 
she realized he had stopped shaking and was 
taking deep breaths of his own. He looked at 
her then pulled his hands away.
“Lillian, maybe you should take your own 
advice,” Jared said with a quiver in his voice. 
Lillian was taken aback. She just sat there as 
he stood up, grabbed his food tray from theline 
and sat at the farthest table from anyone else in 
the cafeteria.
Never had Jared ever spoken to her like that, 
not even when five years ago she had shattered a 
glass sculpture that Jared had spent hours form-
ing. Back then he was frustrated and blamed 
her, but he never was so abrupt even though he 
was heartbroken at his masterpiece being shat-
tered. That time all she had to do was apologize, 
but she had a feeling that this time would take 
a lot more than that. It sickened her even more 
when she realized that was the most they had 
said to each other in over a year.
She went to her normal spot. Her friends 
soon surrounded her, but no matter what they 
said or did, her eyes were drawn to Jared, trying 
to decide how to fix whatever she had broken.
Later that night, Lillian returned home for 
dinner with her parents and siblings. They were 
all sat around a large dining table, prepared to 
eat. Her mom came in with a whole lasagna with 
pesto that she had spent all day making from 
scratch. The smell filled the room in seconds, 
tempting everyone to just dig in right away. 
Her dad began to serve everyone. Her brother 
Eli took a bite as his plate was placed in front 
of him.
“Wait Eli, wait for everyone to sit down,” 
Lilly said from across the table.
“What’s your problem Lilly? We never wait 
for everyone.”
“Yeah honey, what’s up. You’ve been a lit-
tle different since you got back from school. Is 
everything all right,” her dad asked, whom was 
still serving lasagna to everyone.
“School was fine. Classes were easy.”
“Then what is it Lilly? You can talk to us,” 
Lillian’s mom said, placing more food on the ta-
ble.
“I can’t stop thinking about Jared. He 
looked so sad today. When I asked about his 
summer, he almost broke down crying.”
Lillian’s parents looked at each other, 
knowing exactly what was wrong. Lillian picked 
up on their solitary understanding looks.
“What is it? Do you know something?”
“Lilly we didn’t want to tell you until you 
had settled back into school and home. You 
only got back a week ago” her dad said, his voice 
hesitant.
“What is it? What are you not telling 
me?” Her voice raising to frustration. Lillian’s 
dad cleared his throat as he looked at his wife. 
“Jared’s father died this lastsummer, he had a 
heart attack.”
Lillian was struck silent, her face scrunch-
ing from confusion to disgusted in a few sec-
onds. “How could you not tell me that Daniel 
died! Jared is one of my oldest friends, and Dan-
iel used to be yours,” Lillian said as the aston-
ishment of her parents’ oversight and her own 
anger rushed to the surface.
“That’s no excuse. You should have told 
me! I deserved to know!”
“Lillian. How dare you talk to your father 
like that,” her mom said, a scowl on her face.
“Because, he’s the reason that Jared and I are 
no longer friends!” She turned to her dad, star-
ing him in the eye and said with a direct tone, 
“I was there when he told Daniel that I was no 
longer allowed at their house. You’re still afraid 
that I am closer to him than I am to you.”
Her dad sat back in his chair. Embarrass-
ment covered his face as he tried to hide it with 
his hand on his head. He looked everywhere but 
at his daughter before standing up and walking 
out of the room.
There was silence in the room for several 
minutes until Lillian spoke again. “Can I be ex-
cused? I’m no longer hungry.”
Her mom gave her a solemn nod, then 
turned to the living room where her husband 
sat. Lillian pushed back her chair and ran to her 
room. Throwing herself onto her bed, she be-
gan to think about what she had said. Her heart 
still beating heavily, she clutched her cross and 
closed her eyes, whispering a prayer of forgive-
ness.
The next day, Lillian tried to sit next to 
Jared in all the classes they shared. Many of 
which she didn’t get the opportunity. In the 
classes she did get to sit next to him, they had 
no group exercises, so it didn’t give her the op-
portunity to work her way into a conversation. 
That didn’t stop her from showing any other 
such compassion that she could. Every time 
he looked up, she would smile at him, trying to 
reassure him that someone was there for him. 
He would often look away without returning an 
expression.
Finally when she saw him in the hallway by 
his locker, after their last class of the day, she 
got the courage to say something to him. She 
walked up to him and placed a kind, gentle 
hand on his shoulder.
“Lillian, I asked you to leave me alone,” he 
said shrugging off her hand. “Why do you even 
care anyways? Go back to your perfect life and 
ignore me like you have for the past four years.” 
Jared’s tone drew the attention of the people 
around him. He glared at them to keep walking. 
Lillian pulled back her hand.
“Jared, I know I haven’t been around, but 
I want to change that. I want us to hang out 
again, to be friends like when we were kids.”
“Just leave Lillian, you have no idea what 
my life is like,” Jared said, slamming his locker 
as he flung his backpack over his shoulder. He 
walked to the front door of the school, people 
avoiding him, hoping to not get caught in his 
rampage. Lillian ran after him, apologizing to 
some of the people that had tripped while try-
ing to get out of Jared’s way.
“Hey Jared, I wanted to say that I’m sorry 
about your dad,” Lillian yelled as she tried 
catching up with Jared. He stopped, his breath-
ing quickening with anger.
“Why do you care now? You’ve ignored 
us both for the majority of four years. What’s 
changed,” he said turning to her.
She was silent. There was no difference be-
tween yesterday and today besides she knew of 
his dad’s death. She tried to think of something, 
but nothing she thought of would sound right.
“That’s what I thought. You’re just like 
everyone else, pitying me.” He walked off. Any 
other time, she would have brushed it off and 
walked away, not thinking of it again. This time 
she wasn’t going to let it end like that.
“I’m not everyone else!” She ran after him 
again, this time blocking his path. “I’m your 
friend Jared. I’m here to help you.”
“A friend doesn’t abandon someone be-
cause they’re going into a new school,” he said 
brushing past her. “You all abandoned me, I just 
didn’t see it until this summer.”
Lillian looked at Jared, her eyes filling with 
tears as she realized he was right. She had aban-
doned him. She clutched her cross, whispering. 
Tears blinding her sight, a Jared shaped blur in 
front of her.
“I’m sorry Jared. I didn’t mean to abandon 
you. What matters is that I am here now. I am 
here right in front of you, asking you to forgive 
me and be my friend again. We can go down to 
Mr. Williams shop and get some licorice and or-
ange soda.”
Jared’s body and demeanor relaxed as the 
memories of their childhood flashed through 
his mind. A smile peeked from his face before 
his eyes narrowed in on something. His body 
tightened again as he looked down at her hand 
that clutched her cross.
“You’ll just abandon me again. Just like He 
did,” Jared said, pointing at the cross. Lillian 
looked down, then at Jared. She knew what had 
been missing, Jared wasn’t wearing the glass and 
gold cross that his dad had made him, almost an 
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exact replica of hers. Jared shook his head again, 
then ran off across the high school lawn, leaving 
Lillianstanding with her heart sinking and her 
hand still clutching her cross.
After he was out of sight, she walked over 
to her car and got inside. Sitting there, she broke 
down into tears. The realization of all the wrong 
she had done to Jared, how she abandoned him, 
left him without any friends, began to catch up 
with her. She was letting it all sink in, letting it 
all into her heart, in hope of finding a way to fix 
the parts of Jared’s life that she had broken, or 
left broken for so long.
She leaned on her steering wheel as the 
tears slowed and she was able to see again. Wip-
ing away the remnants of the tears she closed 
her eyes and prayed for forgiveness, help, and 
guidance. She prayed that Jared would forgive 
her so that she could help him through the pain 
and heartache that he was going through.
When she looked up from her steering 
wheel, an idea came to her. She started her car 
and drove away from the high school.
Lillian pulled up to an older half brick, half 
siding styled house. The lawn was green, but 
a faded green, like it hadn’t been taken care of 
in a while. There was a newer modeled Subaru 
sitting in front of the garage with an old Chevy 
pickup parked beside it. Lillian recognized 
the pickup as one that she had ridden in sev-
eral times in her youth. The blast of nostalgia, 
caused a slight smile to peek at the sides of her 
mouth.
She grabbed the grocery bags from her pas-
senger seat and approached the house. As she 
neared the front door, her pace slowed, a sliver 
of doubt penetrating her mind. She was about 
to turn around when the door opened. A young 
dark haired woman of about twenty years old 
stood in the doorway.
“Lillian? Oh my god, it is you. I never 
thought I’d see you here again. What are you 
doing here,” the dark haired young woman 
asked with an enthusiastic tone. She stepped 
outside into the chill of the autumn day.
“Hi Sarah, it’s been a while,” Lillian said 
with a surprised and somewhat happy tone.
Sarah hugged her then examined Lillian.
“You’ve grown up so much. You look so 
beautiful, your hair is so much more blonde 
than I remember. I bet you have a handsome 
boyfriend.”
“Thanks, but no. I’m still single. I haven’t 
found the right guy, yet.” “Well, whoever it 
ends up being will be one lucky guy.”
Lillian shrugged and let an embarrassed 
smile slide across her face. A second later, she 
remembered what she was doing and the smile 
faded. “Is Jared here?”
“Yeah, he’s in his room. He’s not in a good 
mood right now though.” “That’s mostly my 
fault,” Lillian said, her tone becoming more 
somber.
“I don’t believe that. My brother has been 
very hostile since our dad passed, don’t take it 
personally,” Sarah said as she wrapped her arm 
around Lillian. “Why don’t you come in and 
sit?” Sarah led Lillian into the house, closing the 
door behind them.
Nostalgia hit again as Lillian looked around 
the inside of the house. There was barely any-
thing different about it since the last time she 
was there years ago. The whole place smelled 
like ocean breeze scented candles and chocolate 
chip cookies. It was very comforting being back 
in this place after so long, so many memories.
“Would you like something to drink? May-
be some cookies?”
“No thanks, I brought some stuff with me. I 
was hoping to persuade Jared to forgive me with 
some old fashioned orange soda and some hand 
made licorice bites from Mr. William’s shop.” A 
muffled laugh came from the kitchen as Sarah 
entered the room with a cup of tea.
“That’s all you two would eat and drink 
as kids, licorice bites and orange soda.” Sarah 
walked over to the empty fireplace and sat down 
on the couch. She looked up at the pictures that 
sat on the stand beside her. “My dad had to al-
ways wrestle you two to the ground to get you 
to stop bouncing off the walls.”
Lillian smiled as she looked around. There 
was a faded drawing on the wall, hiding behind 
one of the chairs. Jared and her had drawn it 
the week after they met in first grade. It was five 
stick figures, and they were all labeled, mom, 
dad, Sarah, Jared, but it was the last one that hit 
her the hardest. It said my new sis, Lilly. Lillian 
looked away, pulling herself back to the present 
moment. She turned to Sarah, whom was still 
staring at the pictures of her father.
“I’m sorry for your loss Sarah. Your dad was 
a great man.” She took a deep breath and looked 
at her cross. “He brought me to my faith, which 
is something I’ll never forget.”
“Thank you Lilly, I know he was pretty 
fond of you too.” Sarah picked up a photo of 
Jared, Lillian, and Jared’s dad from the stand. 
With a tender smile she thought about the day 
it was taken. They were building a tree house 
and Jared was trying to be strong and carry a 
board all by himself, but Lillian had to help him. 
Jared’s dad was looking over his shoulder at 
them as the picture was taken. A moment that 
says more than a thousand words.
Sarah turned her concentration to Lil-
lian again. Lillian was still running her fingers 
against her cross. “Is that the cross my dad made 
for you?”
Lillian’s eyes shot upward as she was pulled 
back from her memories. “Yes, I’ve worn it eve-
ryday since.” She fiddled it in her hands. “It 
feels kind of weird wearing it, especially when 
he is no longer around.” This was the first time 
that thought had occurred to Lillian; that she 
would no longer see him in passing or wave 
from across the street.
Sarah moved closer, sensing the grief that 
was taking hold of Lillian. She could see the 
tears at the corner of Lillian’s eyes.
“You know, my dad thought of you as a sec-
ond daughter, especially when you came into 
the faith. He raised us in it, but you grew into 
it. He was always very proud of seeing you grow 
in your faith,” Sarah paused for a moment as a 
thought came to her mind, “I was sometimes 
jealous that he didn’t pay as much attention to 
me as you. It wasn’t until after Jared and you got 
into junior high that I began to miss you. It has 
been too quiet around here.”
“Yeah, I miss it too,” Lillian said, sitting 
down in a chair across from Sarah. “I wish I 
would have been here for Jared. I’ve missed him 
over the years, but I justified that he was okay 
without me somehow.”
“Don’t blame yourself, Jared was happy. 
Him and dad spent so much time working on 
the truck that I barely saw them when I visited. 
That’s all that Jared does now. I had to force him 
to go to school this week. He’s lost in his grief.”
“I bet it’s hard with all this going on.”
“Yeah, my faith and patience has been test-
ed, but I still believe. I still have hope. Dad hid 
his sickness from Jared and everyone else, but 
you can’t trick a med student. I knew there was 
something wrong. I drove back in the middle of 
pre-med finals when his health hit a rapid de-
cline in May. I got to spend about three and a 
half weeks with him before he died. We knew 
it was coming though. Most of us were ready.” 
Sarah turned her focus to the room at the end 
of the hallway. “Jared not so much, he refused 
to believe that Dad was dying.”
There was a silence in the room for several 
minutes until Lillian leaned forward and placed 
a hand on Sarah’s. “How are you doing?”
“I’m fine, really. I knew it was coming, that’s 
why I didn’t worry about leaving college. I knew 
that Jared was going to need me.”15!
“You quit college? Does Jared know?”
“No, not really. I told Jared that I’m taking 
a semester off. Right now, he’s got enough to 
worry about, he doesn’t need to be guilty about 
that too.”
Lillian could sense that Sarah was more 
worried about Jared than anything else, she al-
ways had been. She was always selfless, but Lil-
lian didn’t know how much until now.
“Sarah, is there any way that I could talk 
with Jared? I want to apologize for all that hap-
pened and let him know that he has a friend.”
“Lilly, I don’t think so. At least not today. 
Give me your number and I’ll let you know 
when he is in a better mood.”
“Okay.” Lillian wrote her number on a 
sketch pad next to her, then handed it to Sarah. 
“Don’t be a stranger, come around tomorrow. 
I’ll be here, even if Jared isn’t,” Sarah saidas she 
hugged Lillian tight, holding on for longer than 
usual. When she let go Lillian smiled. “I’ll see 
you tomorrow.” Lillian walked out of the house 
to her car, but as she opened the driver’s side 
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exact replica of hers. Jared shook his head again, 
then ran off across the high school lawn, leaving 
Lillianstanding with her heart sinking and her 
hand still clutching her cross.
After he was out of sight, she walked over 
to her car and got inside. Sitting there, she broke 
down into tears. The realization of all the wrong 
she had done to Jared, how she abandoned him, 
left him without any friends, began to catch up 
with her. She was letting it all sink in, letting it 
all into her heart, in hope of finding a way to fix 
the parts of Jared’s life that she had broken, or 
left broken for so long.
She leaned on her steering wheel as the 
tears slowed and she was able to see again. Wip-
ing away the remnants of the tears she closed 
her eyes and prayed for forgiveness, help, and 
guidance. She prayed that Jared would forgive 
her so that she could help him through the pain 
and heartache that he was going through.
When she looked up from her steering 
wheel, an idea came to her. She started her car 
and drove away from the high school.
Lillian pulled up to an older half brick, half 
siding styled house. The lawn was green, but 
a faded green, like it hadn’t been taken care of 
in a while. There was a newer modeled Subaru 
sitting in front of the garage with an old Chevy 
pickup parked beside it. Lillian recognized 
the pickup as one that she had ridden in sev-
eral times in her youth. The blast of nostalgia, 
caused a slight smile to peek at the sides of her 
mouth.
She grabbed the grocery bags from her pas-
senger seat and approached the house. As she 
neared the front door, her pace slowed, a sliver 
of doubt penetrating her mind. She was about 
to turn around when the door opened. A young 
dark haired woman of about twenty years old 
stood in the doorway.
“Lillian? Oh my god, it is you. I never 
thought I’d see you here again. What are you 
doing here,” the dark haired young woman 
asked with an enthusiastic tone. She stepped 
outside into the chill of the autumn day.
“Hi Sarah, it’s been a while,” Lillian said 
with a surprised and somewhat happy tone.
Sarah hugged her then examined Lillian.
“You’ve grown up so much. You look so 
beautiful, your hair is so much more blonde 
than I remember. I bet you have a handsome 
boyfriend.”
“Thanks, but no. I’m still single. I haven’t 
found the right guy, yet.” “Well, whoever it 
ends up being will be one lucky guy.”
Lillian shrugged and let an embarrassed 
smile slide across her face. A second later, she 
remembered what she was doing and the smile 
faded. “Is Jared here?”
“Yeah, he’s in his room. He’s not in a good 
mood right now though.” “That’s mostly my 
fault,” Lillian said, her tone becoming more 
somber.
“I don’t believe that. My brother has been 
very hostile since our dad passed, don’t take it 
personally,” Sarah said as she wrapped her arm 
around Lillian. “Why don’t you come in and 
sit?” Sarah led Lillian into the house, closing the 
door behind them.
Nostalgia hit again as Lillian looked around 
the inside of the house. There was barely any-
thing different about it since the last time she 
was there years ago. The whole place smelled 
like ocean breeze scented candles and chocolate 
chip cookies. It was very comforting being back 
in this place after so long, so many memories.
“Would you like something to drink? May-
be some cookies?”
“No thanks, I brought some stuff with me. I 
was hoping to persuade Jared to forgive me with 
some old fashioned orange soda and some hand 
made licorice bites from Mr. William’s shop.” A 
muffled laugh came from the kitchen as Sarah 
entered the room with a cup of tea.
“That’s all you two would eat and drink 
as kids, licorice bites and orange soda.” Sarah 
walked over to the empty fireplace and sat down 
on the couch. She looked up at the pictures that 
sat on the stand beside her. “My dad had to al-
ways wrestle you two to the ground to get you 
to stop bouncing off the walls.”
Lillian smiled as she looked around. There 
was a faded drawing on the wall, hiding behind 
one of the chairs. Jared and her had drawn it 
the week after they met in first grade. It was five 
stick figures, and they were all labeled, mom, 
dad, Sarah, Jared, but it was the last one that hit 
her the hardest. It said my new sis, Lilly. Lillian 
looked away, pulling herself back to the present 
moment. She turned to Sarah, whom was still 
staring at the pictures of her father.
“I’m sorry for your loss Sarah. Your dad was 
a great man.” She took a deep breath and looked 
at her cross. “He brought me to my faith, which 
is something I’ll never forget.”
“Thank you Lilly, I know he was pretty 
fond of you too.” Sarah picked up a photo of 
Jared, Lillian, and Jared’s dad from the stand. 
With a tender smile she thought about the day 
it was taken. They were building a tree house 
and Jared was trying to be strong and carry a 
board all by himself, but Lillian had to help him. 
Jared’s dad was looking over his shoulder at 
them as the picture was taken. A moment that 
says more than a thousand words.
Sarah turned her concentration to Lil-
lian again. Lillian was still running her fingers 
against her cross. “Is that the cross my dad made 
for you?”
Lillian’s eyes shot upward as she was pulled 
back from her memories. “Yes, I’ve worn it eve-
ryday since.” She fiddled it in her hands. “It 
feels kind of weird wearing it, especially when 
he is no longer around.” This was the first time 
that thought had occurred to Lillian; that she 
would no longer see him in passing or wave 
from across the street.
Sarah moved closer, sensing the grief that 
was taking hold of Lillian. She could see the 
tears at the corner of Lillian’s eyes.
“You know, my dad thought of you as a sec-
ond daughter, especially when you came into 
the faith. He raised us in it, but you grew into 
it. He was always very proud of seeing you grow 
in your faith,” Sarah paused for a moment as a 
thought came to her mind, “I was sometimes 
jealous that he didn’t pay as much attention to 
me as you. It wasn’t until after Jared and you got 
into junior high that I began to miss you. It has 
been too quiet around here.”
“Yeah, I miss it too,” Lillian said, sitting 
down in a chair across from Sarah. “I wish I 
would have been here for Jared. I’ve missed him 
over the years, but I justified that he was okay 
without me somehow.”
“Don’t blame yourself, Jared was happy. 
Him and dad spent so much time working on 
the truck that I barely saw them when I visited. 
That’s all that Jared does now. I had to force him 
to go to school this week. He’s lost in his grief.”
“I bet it’s hard with all this going on.”
“Yeah, my faith and patience has been test-
ed, but I still believe. I still have hope. Dad hid 
his sickness from Jared and everyone else, but 
you can’t trick a med student. I knew there was 
something wrong. I drove back in the middle of 
pre-med finals when his health hit a rapid de-
cline in May. I got to spend about three and a 
half weeks with him before he died. We knew 
it was coming though. Most of us were ready.” 
Sarah turned her focus to the room at the end 
of the hallway. “Jared not so much, he refused 
to believe that Dad was dying.”
There was a silence in the room for several 
minutes until Lillian leaned forward and placed 
a hand on Sarah’s. “How are you doing?”
“I’m fine, really. I knew it was coming, that’s 
why I didn’t worry about leaving college. I knew 
that Jared was going to need me.”15!
“You quit college? Does Jared know?”
“No, not really. I told Jared that I’m taking 
a semester off. Right now, he’s got enough to 
worry about, he doesn’t need to be guilty about 
that too.”
Lillian could sense that Sarah was more 
worried about Jared than anything else, she al-
ways had been. She was always selfless, but Lil-
lian didn’t know how much until now.
“Sarah, is there any way that I could talk 
with Jared? I want to apologize for all that hap-
pened and let him know that he has a friend.”
“Lilly, I don’t think so. At least not today. 
Give me your number and I’ll let you know 
when he is in a better mood.”
“Okay.” Lillian wrote her number on a 
sketch pad next to her, then handed it to Sarah. 
“Don’t be a stranger, come around tomorrow. 
I’ll be here, even if Jared isn’t,” Sarah saidas she 
hugged Lillian tight, holding on for longer than 
usual. When she let go Lillian smiled. “I’ll see 
you tomorrow.” Lillian walked out of the house 
to her car, but as she opened the driver’s side 
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door, she saw that the hood on the chevy pick-
up was open. Knowing that it had been down 
when she arrived, Lillian walked over to inves-
tigate.
When she reached the pickup, she noticed 
a greasy rag hanging from the side of the hood. 
Then she saw something move at the front of 
the pickup and heard wheel rolling on the pave-
ment.
“Can I help…Oh, it’s you. What are you do-
ing here?” Jared said as he stood up and saw Lil-
lian. His face and hands were covered in black.
“I came to see if you were okay. I didn’t 
want the way we left things at the school to be 
the way they were. I brought you som…”
“I don’t care what you brought me. It 
doesn’t matter, I’m busy.” He turned around 
and opened the large garage door, then walked 
inside. There was tools and car parts cover-
ing the various work benches and shelves. He 
walked over to a red tool chest and slid one of 
the drawers open. Rustling around for a mo-
ment he turned back around with a wrench.
“I just want to make sure that you’re okay. 
Can I help you?”
“Yeah, you can go home. I can fix this on 
my own. I don’t need anyone’s help,” he said 
sliding underneath the pickup again.
“Please, Jared let me help. I could hold a 
light or something. I want to fix this between 
us. I want to be friends again.”
Jared slid from underneath the pickup and 
walked back into the garage. “You can’t fix any-
thing, all you do is break things and leave them 
that way.”
“I get it Jared, I abandoned you, but please 
listen to me when I say I’m sorry.”
“I’m not talking about me, you abandoned 
him too. He loved you like a daughter and you 
just walked out of his life. You could have made 
the decision to ignore your parents, told them 
that you made the decision to accept the faith, 
that he wasn’t forcing it onto you.”
Lillian stood there. He knew too, he knew 
what her dad had done. Thinking through that 
fact as she watched Jared shuffle through more 
tools, she knew that he was right. Her parents 
seemed strict, but they wouldn’t have restricted 
her if she would have spoken to them.
“Yeah, that’s true. I could have said some-
thing, then maybe there wouldn’t be anything 
to fix. But there is, and I am here to fix whatever 
I can.”
“Don’t you get it, you can’t fix anything!” 
Jared knocked over the tool chest, cascading 
tools all over the garage floor. Lillian jumped, 
stepping back out of the garage as he continued 
to knock shelves and tables over. “No one can 
fix me, not you, not Sarah, not God.”
“Jared just calm down. Please, stop. You’re 
going to hurt yourself,” Lillian said as she ap-
proached Jared and grabbed his arm. He turned 
around, pushing her back. She fell to the 
ground, hitting her head on a shelf.
“Jared, what is wrong with you,” Sarah 
said. She had entered the garage before he had 
pushed Lillian. She rushed to Lillian’s side, 
checking for any head injuries. There was a 
small cut on the side of her head, it was bleed-
ing, but it wasn’t serious. She helped Lillian to 
her feet and held her steady until she regained 
her balance.
Jared stood, staring at her, then at the ga-
rage around him. “Lillian, I didn’t mean to…” 
Tears started coming to his eyes. He leaned back 
against a workbench, breathing heavy. His eyes 
were no longer filled with anger, but regret and 
disgust for himself.
Lillian stepped towards him. “Jared, it’s 
okay. I’m fine, right Sarah,” she said turning to-
wards Sarah. Sarah nodded. “I’m okay. It’s just 
a little cut. It’s not your fault.
Jared took a deep breath as she neared him. 
“Get away, I don’t want to hurt you again.” 
“You won’t it was an accident. You would never 
harm me on purpose, we both know that,” she 
said. She reached for him, embracing him. His 
legs lost support underneath him as he fell into 
tears. Lillian sat down next to him, holding him.
“Why? Why, are you trying so hard to fix 
me,” he asked through mumbled sobs.
“I’m not trying to fix you, there’s nothing 
to fix. I’m here to help, and I am not leaving you 
again. I hope that you can forgive me for what 
I’ve done.”
Jared pulled away, looking at Lillian, a sin-
gle bead of blood had traveled down to her eye-
brow. “I should be asking you to forgive me.”
“There’s nothing to forgive.” She embraced 
him again as Sarah came over with a wet rag, li-
corice bites, and orange soda. Both Lillian and 
Jared laughed as they took the licorice and soda 
from her and leaned back against the wall.
Sarah wiped the blood from Lillian’s face 
and reassured them both that it was nothing 
serious, then went into the house. Lillian and 
Jared sat in the garage without saying a word. 
They just drank soda and ate licorice bites.
After about twenty minutes of silence, 
Jared turned to Lillian.
“Thank you. I didn’t realize how much I 
really missed you until today. I’m glad you’re 
here.”
“Me too,” she said. She leaned her head on 
his shoulder and looked around the garage at 
all the tools and car parts. “We should probably 
pick this up.”
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door, she saw that the hood on the chevy pick-
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doesn’t matter, I’m busy.” He turned around 
and opened the large garage door, then walked 
inside. There was tools and car parts cover-
ing the various work benches and shelves. He 
walked over to a red tool chest and slid one of 
the drawers open. Rustling around for a mo-
ment he turned back around with a wrench.
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Jared sat in the garage without saying a word. 
They just drank soda and ate licorice bites.
After about twenty minutes of silence, 
Jared turned to Lillian.
“Thank you. I didn’t realize how much I 
really missed you until today. I’m glad you’re 
here.”
“Me too,” she said. She leaned her head on 
his shoulder and looked around the garage at 
all the tools and car parts. “We should probably 
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White paint peels from each of your boards,
 gently curving with age
 and sloping inwards
 like a spine’s delicate arc.
The changing of seasons
 brings you semblances of mud,
 offerings from the outside
 that pattern your fading white with earthen browns.
Soon the freckles of soil will be replaced,
 making way for flecks of gold and red
 and then puddles of melted snow
 from unwiped winter boots.
Dancing feet bring wear to your tired boards,
 the pounding of heavy steps evokes a creak
 in moments of anger, and bare feet
 tap passionate cadences in low light.
Splinters sprout from the spots most travelled,
 where years of hastily moved furniture
 erode mountain paths
 through your aging planks.
You have been adorned
 with years of spaghetti sauce splatters
 and washed with layers of cheap paint:
 your own discolored maquillage.
Like tree rings or palm wrinkles,
 you are a fading timeline
 comprised of footfalls and water damage,
 masking your deep mahogany.
Still my favorite part of you
 is the chipped,
 the peeling,
 the warped.
I feel like Costco porn could be a thing, you know?
Indecently exposed between aisles
of frozen chicken breasts,
fluorescent lightbulbs,
48 packs of Diet Coke.
Kirkland brand kisses placed on bare skin,
hungry for love and free samples.
Stacks of popcorn boxes divide uninhibited moans,
and limbs spread freely on a makeshift
bed of white rice in 25 lb. sacks.
Concrete floors, cool to the touch of naked feet.
Did you bring
your Gold Star Member card?
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The front door squeaked as Noah pushed it 
open. He winced at the sound. This early in the 
morning, it might as well have been a car alarm 
outside his mother’s bedroom window. Step-
ping inside, he prayed with all his might that the 
wooden door would close silently behind him, 
but instead it let out a final screech of protest 
before clicking shut. 
Noah cursed under his breath. He knew 
he should have oiled those hinges last week. 
The house was quiet except for the monoto-
nous ticking of the antique clock in the living 
room and the soft hum of the refrigerator in 
the kitchen. The scent of cigarette smoke and 
morning coffee persisted strongly from the day 
before. It was forever embedded into the carpet. 
Noah peeked around the corner into 
the hallway. His mother’s bedroom door was 
closed.  Relieved, he shrugged off his jean jack-
et, wincing as a sharp pain jabbed through his 
side, and hung it on the coat rack before step-
ping towards the kitchen—his only thought to 
grab the icepack from the freezer and attempt to 
sleep for a couple of hours before church. 
He walked through the kitchen, ignored 
the soft light streaming in through the open 
window, and opened the freezer. He shouldn’t 
have snuck out on a Saturday night, the only 
night that his mother consistently didn’t pick 
up a shift at the hospital. She liked to be well 
rested for church. But if he could just make it to 
his room before she woke up— 
“Where have you been?” 
Noah froze. The cold air from the freezer 
swirled around him, but it didn’t raise nearly 
as many goosebumps as the tone of his moth-
er’s voice did. To anyone else, she might have 
sounded like she was asking if it was cold 
enough outside for a jacket, but he could hear 
the rage shaking under her even tone. 
He gulped and closed the freezer door be-
fore turning around to face her, shaking out his 
bangs so they covered his black eye. His mother 
was sitting at the table in one of their wooden 
rickety dining chairs in her pink floral bathrobe, 
smoking a cigarette. Her greying brown hair was 
pulled up into a bun. There was half a cup of 
coffee in front of her and the morning newspa-
per beside it. 
Damn it. The cigarette smoke and coffee 
scent had been fresh, and she only opened the 
window when she was having a smoke. He was 
so worried about the squeaky door that forgot 
to check for the newspaper on the front porch. 
Its absence should have been a sign of his in-
evitable doom. She continued to stare at him, 
waiting for an answer to her question, letting 
her cigarette slowly burn. He’d already lost the 
fight they were about to have, so Noah said the 
one single answer sure to infuriate her the most. 
“Out.” 
He easily predicted her reaction. Her eye-
brows shot up into her hairline. Mouth quiv-
ering, eyes bulging, her face furrowed with a 
wrath that could rival God’s.  
“Out?” she repeated in a quieter voice.  She 
flicked her cigarette. Some of the ashes landed 
in her coffee cup. Noah winced. 
“That’s right,” he said. He was impressed 
by how casual his voice sounded. Perhaps it 
was the exhaustion.  He turned and opened the 
freezer again, grabbing the blue icepack that 
was tucked behind a bucket of Neapolitan ice 
cream. His mother took a puff of her cigarette 
and blew out the smoke in one angry exhale. 
The blush creeping up her neck told him she 
was on the verge of an angry tirade, but as he 
applied the icepack to his side and let out a hiss, 
his mothers’ eyes softened. She dropped her 
cigarette in her coffee cup, where it sizzled and 
sputtered until it drowned. 
“What happened?” she asked in a gentler 
tone. She stood and strode towards him. 
“It’s nothing, Ma,” Noah mumbled, look-
ing down at the chipped white linoleum under-
neath his muddy sneakers. “Just some punks.” 
She swatted his hand away from his left 
side and lifted his cotton t-shirt, unveiling the 
blooming bruise on his ribs. She looked up at 
him and swept the bangs out of his face, taking 
in his shiny new black eye. He avoided her gaze. 
“Sit down,” she ordered. 
Noah complied, grateful to be free from 
reprise if just for a moment. He slumped in the 
chair next his mother’s and put his feet up on 
the third. As he leaned back, the wooden legs 
of the chair creaked, threatening to give out un-
derneath him. 
His mother hustled busily through the 
house, setting a variety of things on the table—
their first aid kit, a bottle of Peroxide, a bag of 
frozen peas. Noah took all of this in through 
glazed eyes, trying to push back the flood of 
raw memories threatening to overwhelm him. 
It was hard when every time he moved, he was 
reminded of his painful night. 
The most vivid memory was the panic that 
accompanied his warring instinct of fight or 
flight when the two jocks whose names he didn’t 
quite remember had been shouting at him, an-
gry fists raised, closing in. The most painful was 
the second punch. The first hit to his face had 
surprised him, but he was expecting the second 
one to his gut when the other boy grabbed his 
arms and held them behind his back. He had 
time to anticipate that one. And the next one. 
And the next.  
No, the most painful memory was the look 
on Jason’s face, illuminated by the headlights of 
the jocks’ cars. A blank mask. And then the im-
age of his back, walking away from the beating. 
The sound of his black Impala starting and pull-
ing off the dirt road. 
The smell of toast in the kitchen had over-
taken the scent of his mother’s dead cigarette 
and ruined coffee. She set the plate in front of 
him, as well as a glass of milk, and sat in her pre-
viously vacated chair.  
Noah raised an eyebrow and winced as the 
motion pulled at his bruised skin. “Am I not in 
trouble?” he asked. 
“Don’t push your luck,” his mother said. 
“Eat your toast before it gets cold.” 
He sensed a trap but willingly complied, 
not sure how to avoid it. His mother watched 
as he ate and made him drink his entire glass of 
milk before snatching the dishes from him and 
setting them in the sink.  
“Lift your shirt up,” she ordered. 
Noah hesitated, but at his mother’s glare, 
obeyed her. She kneeled on the linoleum and 
dabbed at his left side with a rag soaked with 
peroxide. Noah hissed.  
“You have some scrapes,” his mother said. 
“They’re not deep, but you don’t want them get-
ting infected. I can’t do much about the bruises. 
You’d better keep that icepack handy.” 
Noah grimaced as she spread ointment over 
the stinging skin. 
“Where were you last night?” she asked as 
she rummaged through their first aid kit. 
“The Cliffs,” Noah said truthfully, dis-
armed by her breakfast and her motherly fuss-
ing. He regretted his answer the second it left 
his mouth. 
Once again, he correctly anticipated 
his mother’s reaction—eyes narrowed, fist 
clenched, lips pursed. She mumbled something 
under her breath as she ripped the little pieces 
of paper off of a band-aid and applied it harshly 
to his wounds. 
“Who were you up there with?” she de-
manded as she stood back up. 
Noah was silent, letting her come to her 
own conclusions. The Cliffs was secluded, 
beautiful, and far enough from town that the 
cops thought it was more trouble patrolling the 
area than it was worth, making it a well-known 
hook up spot as far back as he could remember. 
He could see the gears grinding in his mother’s 
head as she poured more peroxide on the sod-
den rag. Maybe she thought it was Shelly Coop-
er, a girl that had moved to town a couple of 
months ago. She was new and bound to be trou-
ble. Maybe she was picturing Alicia McConnel. 
Noah had a class with her every year since Kin-
dergarten. Alicia and her family sat in the pew 
in front of him and his mother at church, but 
Noah knew that Alicia’s devout Christianity 
wouldn’t abstain her from his mother’s wrath.  
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Let her make her assumptions. Noah didn’t 
think that her mind would wander to the bur-
ly school quarterback that lived a few houses 
down their street. 
“Did you use protection at least?” his moth-
er asked.  
Noah put his head in his hands, his face 
burning. “Jesus,” he mumbled. 
“Well? Did you?” 
“We didn’t—I mean—” 
“You’re too young to be having sex.” 
“Nothing like that happened!” 
She applied the peroxide to the cut on his 
eyebrow.  
“Fuck, Ma!” Noah said, almost jumping out 
his chair.  
“Language!” she said.   
He screwed his eyes shut as she attacked 
him with the sodden rag again. As the stinging 
subsided and his mother applied a band-aid, her 
face softened. He hoped that she believed him. 
He didn’t know if he could handle an ab-
stinence lecture from her right now. Noah 
watched her gaze wander to his feet propped up 
on the other dining room chair. 
“Your shoes are muddy,” she said in a flat 
tone.  
Noah took his feet off the chair immediate-
ly. They left a sizable brown smear on the wood. 
“Did you walk all the way home?” she de-
manded.  
Noah sighed. “Yes,” he admitted.  
They stared at each other. Noah’s bottom 
lip trembled. She put on a terrifying façade, 
sure, but below the front of a severe dictator, 
she was still the person Noah trusted most in 
this world. He could tell her. He could tell her 
everything. He was sure she heard the rumors 
circling around town, saw through his lies when 
he came home from school with black eyes and 
bloody knuckles. She might already know. 
But what if she didn’t? 
He looked away and stared at his muddy 
foot print on the chair. 
She handed him the ice pack and frozen 
peas. “Go get some sleep. We’ll talk about how 
long you’re grounded for after church.” 
Noah mumbled his thanks. She turned her 
back and started to wash the dishes. 
He didn’t want to be in his room right now, 
not if he didn’t have to. Jason’s spare jersey was 
hidden in a duffel bag under Noah’s bed, and he 
didn’t trust himself not to dig it out and cry like 
he was in some damn John Hughes movie. In-
stead, he shuffled his way into the living room 
and collapsed on the couch. He kicked off his 
sneakers and placed the icepack on his side be-
fore throwing the hand knit quilt from the back 
of the couch over himself. Gingerly, he set the 
package of peas on his swollen eye. He should 
feel angry that Jason had abandoned him bleed-
ing in the middle of the woods, he knew that, 
but he couldn’t help but miss the boy who 
would never admit that he held Noah’s hand 
in secret. The story would be all over school by 
tomorrow. The gay kid took Jason out to the 
Cliffs and tried to make a pass on him. The gos-
sip was unavoidable. And would Noah really try 
that hard to refute the rumors? Everyone was 
already saying it behind his back, whispering 
as he walked by them in the hallways, shouting 
as they drove past him on the street. And any-
way, it completely absolved Jason of all blame. 
Left him free to pretend that he was the perfect 
straight quarterback who was taking Lydia Nel-
son to the damn prom. 
He cared about Jason. He knew that. But he 
had begun to think that Jason cared about him 
too. Enough to sneak out in the dark of night 
and take Noah on long rides in his Impala and 
bashfully tell him about the Chemistry pro-
gram at the University of Wisconsin and the 
birthday party he had thrown for his eight-year-
old sister. Enough to suggest that maybe they 
could see each other for real during the summer 
before they went off to college. Enough to drive 
Noah up to the Cliffs and sing along to Rick 
Springfield on the radio. 
Noah tried not to look at the fireplace. 
There was a noticeably empty space on the 
mantelpiece next to the antique clock where his 
father’s picture used to sit. He turned to face the 
back of the couch, closed his eyes, and listened 
the clock tick. Over the sound of running water 
in the kitchen, he could hear his mother hum-
ming the tune to “I Wanna Dance with Some-
body,” even though she adamantly claimed to 
not like Whitney Houston.  
Noah wanted to cry. 
*   *   * 
He woke up disoriented. The package of 
peas underneath him had melted, and his face 
was numb. His mother was shaking his shoul-
der. 
“Noah, you need to get ready for church,” 
she said. She didn’t sound happy.  
Slowly, Noah nodded and rose up off the 
couch. His face crumpled in pain when he tried 
to stretch. His mother was dressed in her blue 
floral church dress and a yellow cardigan, ap-
parently trying to compensate for his black eye 
with bright, distracting colors. She gathered the 
mushy peas and soggy ice pack before heading 
into the kitchen. 
“Five minutes, Noah!” she said over her 
shoulder. He could hear her putting away the 
dishes. 
He trudged through the living room and 
in the direction of his room, where he knew 
his mother had laid out a set of clean church 
clothes for him. When Noah passed into the 
hallway, the doorbell rang. Automatically, he 
turned back around and opened the door. He 
could barely hear the squeal of the hinges. 
Jason stood on his front porch, dressed in 
his Sunday best—a light grey dress shirt and 
khaki slacks. The late morning rays of sun be-
hind him bounced off of his carefully combed 
blonde hair. His hands were stuffed in his pock-
ets. He had a look on his face that told Noah he 
hadn’t actually been expecting him to be home. 
They stared at each other for a moment. Ja-
son broke the gaze first, sheepishly hanging his 
head low and staring at his shoes. 
“Hey,” Jason said. 
Noah continued to stare at him. His right 
hand clenched around the door frame. 
“I, uh, just wanted to make sure that…you 
know…you got home okay,” Jason mumbled.   
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Noah replied. His own 
voice sounded strange and unfamiliar. 
“Good, good.” Jason lifted his head. His 
eyes focused on the black eye now that Noah 
was sure was the dominating feature of his face 
now. “I-I’m sorry about that. And, you know, 
everything else that…happened.”  
“You mean leaving me up there while your 
friends beat me to a pulp?” Noah clarified. 
He could feel a lump in his throat. 
“Uh, yeah, that,” Jason said. He looked be-
hind him and to the side as if to make sure that 
no one was watching, and then craned his neck 
to look behind Noah. “Can we talk somewhere 
else maybe?” 
Noah shook his head. His palms felt sweaty. 
“I’ve got to get ready for church.” He started the 
close the door, but Jason put his hand on the 
wooden surface. 
“Wait,” Jason pleaded. “Please.” 
There was a warble in his voice that made 
Noah’s heart ache. He left the door open. 
Jason swallowed and removed his hand. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“You said that.” 
“I just…” Jason looked away, his gaze fixing 
on his shoes. “I—we probably shouldn’t have 
gone up to the Cliffs in the first place. Kenny 
told me he and Brad were going to the movies 
last night, but I should’ve known they would 
have ended up at the Cliffs with the girls. When 
my car pulled up and they saw you in it…I’m 
sure they didn’t know what to think.” 
Noah was gripping the doorframe so hard 
he felt he might pulverize the wood by accident. 
Jason continued to talk to his shoes. 
“Next time we’ll have to go somewhere far-
ther out of town. Steven’s Point maybe, or…” 
he trailed off when he finally saw the look on 
Noah’s face.  
“What happens Monday?” Noah’s chest 
felt too tight, like someone was squeezing all the 
air out of him. 
“Monday?” Jason asked. 
“Yeah, what happens when all your football 
friends go around bragging about kicking my 
ass for making a pass on you?” His words spilled 
out in a rush. “What are you going to say? That 
we’re dating? That you like me? Are you going 
to come out in front of the whole Senior class in 
the cafeteria? Or are you going to do absolutely 
fucking nothing like last night?” 
Jason’s comically frozen face would have 
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Let her make her assumptions. Noah didn’t 
think that her mind would wander to the bur-
ly school quarterback that lived a few houses 
down their street. 
“Did you use protection at least?” his moth-
er asked.  
Noah put his head in his hands, his face 
burning. “Jesus,” he mumbled. 
“Well? Did you?” 
“We didn’t—I mean—” 
“You’re too young to be having sex.” 
“Nothing like that happened!” 
She applied the peroxide to the cut on his 
eyebrow.  
“Fuck, Ma!” Noah said, almost jumping out 
his chair.  
“Language!” she said.   
He screwed his eyes shut as she attacked 
him with the sodden rag again. As the stinging 
subsided and his mother applied a band-aid, her 
face softened. He hoped that she believed him. 
He didn’t know if he could handle an ab-
stinence lecture from her right now. Noah 
watched her gaze wander to his feet propped up 
on the other dining room chair. 
“Your shoes are muddy,” she said in a flat 
tone.  
Noah took his feet off the chair immediate-
ly. They left a sizable brown smear on the wood. 
“Did you walk all the way home?” she de-
manded.  
Noah sighed. “Yes,” he admitted.  
They stared at each other. Noah’s bottom 
lip trembled. She put on a terrifying façade, 
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she was still the person Noah trusted most in 
this world. He could tell her. He could tell her 
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circling around town, saw through his lies when 
he came home from school with black eyes and 
bloody knuckles. She might already know. 
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He looked away and stared at his muddy 
foot print on the chair. 
She handed him the ice pack and frozen 
peas. “Go get some sleep. We’ll talk about how 
long you’re grounded for after church.” 
Noah mumbled his thanks. She turned her 
back and started to wash the dishes. 
He didn’t want to be in his room right now, 
not if he didn’t have to. Jason’s spare jersey was 
hidden in a duffel bag under Noah’s bed, and he 
didn’t trust himself not to dig it out and cry like 
he was in some damn John Hughes movie. In-
stead, he shuffled his way into the living room 
and collapsed on the couch. He kicked off his 
sneakers and placed the icepack on his side be-
fore throwing the hand knit quilt from the back 
of the couch over himself. Gingerly, he set the 
package of peas on his swollen eye. He should 
feel angry that Jason had abandoned him bleed-
ing in the middle of the woods, he knew that, 
but he couldn’t help but miss the boy who 
would never admit that he held Noah’s hand 
in secret. The story would be all over school by 
tomorrow. The gay kid took Jason out to the 
Cliffs and tried to make a pass on him. The gos-
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that hard to refute the rumors? Everyone was 
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as he walked by them in the hallways, shouting 
as they drove past him on the street. And any-
way, it completely absolved Jason of all blame. 
Left him free to pretend that he was the perfect 
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son to the damn prom. 
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had Noah chuckling in any other situation. 
Don’t waste too many brain cells, quarterback, 
he would have said. Jason would have blushed 
and scowled at him, and Noah would have 
laughed. 
He didn’t laugh now. Noah hated Jason’s 
perfect hair and black Impala and blushing 
cheeks. He would have liked nothing more than 
to knock his teeth in, to make him feel some 
fraction of the pain he was in, to make Jason un-
derstand that he had utterly ruined him. 
But when Noah looked into his sad blue 
eyes, his anger disappeared as fast as it had 
come. Instead, the lump in the back of his throat 
swelled until he couldn’t swallow anymore, and 
he was the one looking down at his feet. Was 
this how his mother felt when she threw his 
father out of the house? Like she was making a 
mistake?  
Jason didn’t say anything. Neither did 
Noah. The silence rang with finality. 
Noah jumped when his mother’s hand 
gripped his forearm, her short nails digging into 
his skin. He whipped his head around. How 
much had she heard? He couldn’t see her face 
as she pushed past and stood in front of him, 
her arms folded across her chest. Taking a hasty 
step back, Jason opened his mouth to speak, but 
she cut him off. 
“Jason, you need to leave now,” she said. 
Her voice could cut steel. Noah could only 
imagine what her face must look like. “You’ve 
caused my son a great deal of pain and suffer-
ing, and I’m not feeling too neighborly at the 
moment. In fact, if you ever come near my home 
again, I’ll consider it trespassing. Rest assured I 
will call your parents and the police if it comes 
to it. That goes for your friends as well.” 
She turned, shoved Noah back a few steps, 
and slammed the door on Jason’s frozen figure. 
Her face softened as her gaze caught Noah’s. 
The tears had started to spill out from the cor-
ners of his eyes. 
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Oh, 
Noah,” she whispered.  
There was a strange choking noise coming 
from the back of his throat. He sat down on the 
couch, and his mother embraced him. Noah 
sobbed into her yellow cotton cardigan, taking 
in the familiar scent of cigarette smoke and cof-
fee. 
“You knew?” he asked, when his sobs had 
quieted somewhat. He felt his mother nod into 
his shoulder. 
“Of course I knew,” she said. “You’re my 
boy. I’ve known you since you were born, and 
I’ll know you long after I kick the bucket.” 
Noah laughed, still sniffling. “Nothing to 
do with the rumors around town I’m sure.” 
“That was part of it,” she admitted. “I’ve 
cleaned you up after a fight too often to not 
start asking around. I figured you would tell me 
when you were ready. I guess now is as good of 
a time.” 
“Ma, I’m gay.” 
“I know.”  
Then she laughed a bit too—her warm, 
honey laugh that reminded him of box-baked 
brownies on a Saturday afternoon and sunny 
days in her Volkswagen. 
“I’m so stupid,” he said, staring to sob again. 
She rubbed his back. “No, you’re not. 
You’re just young and in love. That tends to be 
a stupid combination.” 
They sat like that on the couch until his 
tears subsided and he had gathered enough to 
wit to feel embarrassed. Noah sat up and wiped 
at his nose. His eye throbbed painfully, and he 
looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and the 
empty space beside it and thought of the jersey 
under his bed. 
“Ma, we’re going to be late for church,” he 
said, his voice hoarse.  
His mother surprised him by shaking her 
head. 
“The Lord can forgive our absences for one 
day,” she said. Then she reached to her left, pro-
duced a cigarette and a lighter from her purse, 
and lit it in one swift motion. 
“Can I have one?” he asked. 
“Don’t push your luck.”
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Memories are a peculiar thing. Two people, 
in the same place at the same time, witness the 
same events. For my mom, she remembers the 
memorial only because she took a picture of 
it. For me, the story of the murdered girl was a 
profound event in my life. I no longer needed to 
know why my dad was in the Army and why we 
were in Germany.
      
We hadn’t even left the country and we 
were already in crisis mode. My dad, Mick, had 
left for Germany 6 months earlier and had been 
busted for smuggling. My mom, my brother 
Jarad and I were at JFK International Airport 
in New York.  We were waiting for our flight 
that would connect in Shannon, Ireland. In the 
airport were coin operated televisions called 
Telemeters. I think it cost around .25 cents for a 
half an hour of service and I was hoping to find 
a quarter and catch a Bugs Bunny cartoon. First, 
I couldn’t find the TV’s, then I couldn’t find 
my mom. About ten minutes later, they were 
paging for the mother of Erik Armitage over 
the intercom. Two G.I.’s had been periodically 
keeping an eye on my mom. When they found 
out that I was the lost boy, off they went, one of 
them shouting over his shoulder, “We’re on it!”
“Hey buddy, are you lost?”  One of them 
grabbed me by my arms and flung me up to his 
shoulders. “Are you looking for your mom? 
We know right where she is.” I knew they must 
be trustworthy because they wore the same 
uniform as my dad. They were even Spec/4’s 
(Army rank of E-4; Spec/4 is an abbreviation of 
Specialist 4) just like my dad!  I was saved. But 
now I had to face my mom. I feared she would 
be furious with me.
I’ll never forget the horror leaving my 
mom’s eyes as the weight of the world left her 
shoulders. I felt bad for making her worry so, 
but at the same time, it felt good to be loved and 
missed.  The smiling G.I.’s dropped me off and 
accepted mom’s gratitude as if they would do it 
a thousand times over.  Men were always eager 
to help mom if she was in distress.   She was 6’ 
tall, blonde haired and blue eyed.  She had been 
offered some modeling jobs after high school 
while working as a waitress in Sun Valley, Idaho 
where she served many celebrities, the biggest 
of them, in her mind, being Jimmy Stewart.  She 
had politely declined all offers, got pregnant, 
then married.
Mom was happy to see me but to my 
worthless three-year-old brother I might as well 
have been a sack of meat.  He didn’t care at all 
that I was lost.  What a jerk, I thought.  I would 
get even, unintentionally, a few months later.
We had been in Germany for a few months 
and Jarad and I were arguing over some toys and 
I wouldn’t let him into our bedroom. I shoved 
him hard out of the doorway and then tried to 
swing the door shut and latch it before he could 
charge back in but I hadn’t shoved him hard 
enough. I couldn’t believe that he was pushing 
so hard. He had turned four by now but did 
turning four give him more strength than an 
8-year-old? We were both pushing against 
each other, he was screaming and crying but 
his screaming got louder and louder. I knew 
if he didn’t shut up we were both going to get 
spanked but I kept pushing. Finally, he screamed 
so loud that I quit and opened the door. He 
pulled his fingers from between the door and 
the doorjamb just below the center hinge. I had 
broken three of his fingers. How was I to know 
he had his fingers in there? Why would he put 
them in there in the first place? What an idiot. 
I was spared punishment surely because mom 
realized only a moron would have stuck his 
fingers in there. Or maybe it was because she 
was so busy tending to his injuries.  It wouldn’t 
be the last time she would have to.
Next summer, one of the neighbors had 
thrown the coals of their barbeque out by a 
fence.  I talked Jarad into walking on them.  I 
told him that I had seen it on TV.  A guy walked 
over hot coals from one end to the other.  The 
narrator said it was mind over matter.  So Jarad 
did it.  I denied all culpability at the hospital. 
“He just took off and started walking across 
them.  I told him not to but he wouldn’t listen,” 
I pleaded.  I can still see him with his feet all 
wrapped up in gauze. Mom rubbing salve on his 
feet every night.
Although I loved torturing my brother, I 
would not tolerate anyone else touching him. I 
was a gangly, scrawny, uncoordinated kid with 
buck teeth who was a head taller than everyone 
in his class and the constant victim of bullying. I 
didn’t win a fight in school until the eighth grade. 
It took me that long to figure out I was bigger 
than everyone else.  However, I was undefeated 
in altercations that involved my brother.  No 
one could touch my brother without feeling my 
wrath.  Even an intimidating gaze would land 
the instigator on their back gagging for air. 
Schools on a military base were no different 
than public American schools except that all 
the parents had the same employer. It didn’t 
matter that there was a concrete wall separating 
freedom from tyranny, the kids still did the 
same things that they did in the U.S. There was 
still a pecking order, a popularity contest, jocks, 
nerds, in fact, maybe even more so in an effort 
to preserve our American culture.
     
Of course, now I feel bad for beating up Jarad 
all the time. And he probably didn’t deserve it-
sometimes-but I’m sure it made him a stronger 
person. I don’t want to take all the credit for his 
college degrees and cushy job at Intel, I’m sure 
he did a little something on his own. I spent all 
that time trying to make him a better person, 
which explains why I’m 51 and a sophomore 
in college. Family first! We stay in touch and 
send gifts and cards, although he seems a little 
unappreciative sometimes. A few years ago, for 
instance, I spent hours picking out the right 
card.  He read the cover and threw it away! 
“To a wonderful sister, at Christmas”.  Maybe 
it’s because he’s an atheist and I’m Christian, I 
don’t know.  People can be so narrow minded 
sometimes.
       
Berlin was awesome and we all have fond 
memories of the city and the people.  Mom 
wasn’t so sure at first.  In 1972, 11 Israeli athletes 
were murdered by Palestinian terrorists at the 
Summer Olympics in Munich-less than 400 
miles from where we were going.  Once we 
were settled in, we all fell in love and never had 
a second thought about terrorist attacks and 
such.  In fact, there were families who would 
host American servicemen for dinner and 
we did this on a couple of occasions.  At one 
home, I was served a small glass of beer with 
my dinner.  “Yah, yah, drink!  Sehr gut!”  It was 
awful.  Everyone laughed.  I loved the Germans 
and their hearty laughs and warm hospitality.  
I kind of wish the taste of beer would have 
remained terrible for the rest of my life.  Maybe 
I would remember more of my 20’s. The first 
three years my wife and I were together we lived 
on beer and potatoes. Every fall a friend and I 
would go to one of the many potato farms at 
about two in the morning.  Farmers always left 
the keys in their equipment. I would drive the 
harvester and he would drive my truck. It would 
take only a couple of minutes to fill up the bed of 
my truck. Every year I would have two to three 
thousand pounds of potatoes in my basement 
and a keg fridge out back. Maybe I should have 
stayed in Shannon, Ireland instead of going on 
to Germany.
 
Germany was a divided country back then; 
East and West.  The countries were divided 
by fences and in between the fences was a no-
man’s-land filled with guard towers, land mines, 
trip wires and sensors that activated automated 
machine guns. My dad was stationed in Berlin 
which was in communist East Germany. We 
lived within the walled city of West Berlin during 
the Cold War. Americans were permitted to go 
into East Berlin with proper paperwork.  We 
had to enter through Checkpoint Charlie and 
had to have a serviceman with us. Westerners 
weren’t allowed to buy anything or bring things 
out of East Germany. Dad had done that and 
got caught.
It started off with him and some friends 
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profound event in my life. I no longer needed to 
know why my dad was in the Army and why we 
were in Germany.
      
We hadn’t even left the country and we 
were already in crisis mode. My dad, Mick, had 
left for Germany 6 months earlier and had been 
busted for smuggling. My mom, my brother 
Jarad and I were at JFK International Airport 
in New York.  We were waiting for our flight 
that would connect in Shannon, Ireland. In the 
airport were coin operated televisions called 
Telemeters. I think it cost around .25 cents for a 
half an hour of service and I was hoping to find 
a quarter and catch a Bugs Bunny cartoon. First, 
I couldn’t find the TV’s, then I couldn’t find 
my mom. About ten minutes later, they were 
paging for the mother of Erik Armitage over 
the intercom. Two G.I.’s had been periodically 
keeping an eye on my mom. When they found 
out that I was the lost boy, off they went, one of 
them shouting over his shoulder, “We’re on it!”
“Hey buddy, are you lost?”  One of them 
grabbed me by my arms and flung me up to his 
shoulders. “Are you looking for your mom? 
We know right where she is.” I knew they must 
be trustworthy because they wore the same 
uniform as my dad. They were even Spec/4’s 
(Army rank of E-4; Spec/4 is an abbreviation of 
Specialist 4) just like my dad!  I was saved. But 
now I had to face my mom. I feared she would 
be furious with me.
I’ll never forget the horror leaving my 
mom’s eyes as the weight of the world left her 
shoulders. I felt bad for making her worry so, 
but at the same time, it felt good to be loved and 
missed.  The smiling G.I.’s dropped me off and 
accepted mom’s gratitude as if they would do it 
a thousand times over.  Men were always eager 
to help mom if she was in distress.   She was 6’ 
tall, blonde haired and blue eyed.  She had been 
offered some modeling jobs after high school 
while working as a waitress in Sun Valley, Idaho 
where she served many celebrities, the biggest 
of them, in her mind, being Jimmy Stewart.  She 
had politely declined all offers, got pregnant, 
then married.
Mom was happy to see me but to my 
worthless three-year-old brother I might as well 
have been a sack of meat.  He didn’t care at all 
that I was lost.  What a jerk, I thought.  I would 
get even, unintentionally, a few months later.
We had been in Germany for a few months 
and Jarad and I were arguing over some toys and 
I wouldn’t let him into our bedroom. I shoved 
him hard out of the doorway and then tried to 
swing the door shut and latch it before he could 
charge back in but I hadn’t shoved him hard 
enough. I couldn’t believe that he was pushing 
so hard. He had turned four by now but did 
turning four give him more strength than an 
8-year-old? We were both pushing against 
each other, he was screaming and crying but 
his screaming got louder and louder. I knew 
if he didn’t shut up we were both going to get 
spanked but I kept pushing. Finally, he screamed 
so loud that I quit and opened the door. He 
pulled his fingers from between the door and 
the doorjamb just below the center hinge. I had 
broken three of his fingers. How was I to know 
he had his fingers in there? Why would he put 
them in there in the first place? What an idiot. 
I was spared punishment surely because mom 
realized only a moron would have stuck his 
fingers in there. Or maybe it was because she 
was so busy tending to his injuries.  It wouldn’t 
be the last time she would have to.
Next summer, one of the neighbors had 
thrown the coals of their barbeque out by a 
fence.  I talked Jarad into walking on them.  I 
told him that I had seen it on TV.  A guy walked 
over hot coals from one end to the other.  The 
narrator said it was mind over matter.  So Jarad 
did it.  I denied all culpability at the hospital. 
“He just took off and started walking across 
them.  I told him not to but he wouldn’t listen,” 
I pleaded.  I can still see him with his feet all 
wrapped up in gauze. Mom rubbing salve on his 
feet every night.
Although I loved torturing my brother, I 
would not tolerate anyone else touching him. I 
was a gangly, scrawny, uncoordinated kid with 
buck teeth who was a head taller than everyone 
in his class and the constant victim of bullying. I 
didn’t win a fight in school until the eighth grade. 
It took me that long to figure out I was bigger 
than everyone else.  However, I was undefeated 
in altercations that involved my brother.  No 
one could touch my brother without feeling my 
wrath.  Even an intimidating gaze would land 
the instigator on their back gagging for air. 
Schools on a military base were no different 
than public American schools except that all 
the parents had the same employer. It didn’t 
matter that there was a concrete wall separating 
freedom from tyranny, the kids still did the 
same things that they did in the U.S. There was 
still a pecking order, a popularity contest, jocks, 
nerds, in fact, maybe even more so in an effort 
to preserve our American culture.
     
Of course, now I feel bad for beating up Jarad 
all the time. And he probably didn’t deserve it-
sometimes-but I’m sure it made him a stronger 
person. I don’t want to take all the credit for his 
college degrees and cushy job at Intel, I’m sure 
he did a little something on his own. I spent all 
that time trying to make him a better person, 
which explains why I’m 51 and a sophomore 
in college. Family first! We stay in touch and 
send gifts and cards, although he seems a little 
unappreciative sometimes. A few years ago, for 
instance, I spent hours picking out the right 
card.  He read the cover and threw it away! 
“To a wonderful sister, at Christmas”.  Maybe 
it’s because he’s an atheist and I’m Christian, I 
don’t know.  People can be so narrow minded 
sometimes.
       
Berlin was awesome and we all have fond 
memories of the city and the people.  Mom 
wasn’t so sure at first.  In 1972, 11 Israeli athletes 
were murdered by Palestinian terrorists at the 
Summer Olympics in Munich-less than 400 
miles from where we were going.  Once we 
were settled in, we all fell in love and never had 
a second thought about terrorist attacks and 
such.  In fact, there were families who would 
host American servicemen for dinner and 
we did this on a couple of occasions.  At one 
home, I was served a small glass of beer with 
my dinner.  “Yah, yah, drink!  Sehr gut!”  It was 
awful.  Everyone laughed.  I loved the Germans 
and their hearty laughs and warm hospitality.  
I kind of wish the taste of beer would have 
remained terrible for the rest of my life.  Maybe 
I would remember more of my 20’s. The first 
three years my wife and I were together we lived 
on beer and potatoes. Every fall a friend and I 
would go to one of the many potato farms at 
about two in the morning.  Farmers always left 
the keys in their equipment. I would drive the 
harvester and he would drive my truck. It would 
take only a couple of minutes to fill up the bed of 
my truck. Every year I would have two to three 
thousand pounds of potatoes in my basement 
and a keg fridge out back. Maybe I should have 
stayed in Shannon, Ireland instead of going on 
to Germany.
 
Germany was a divided country back then; 
East and West.  The countries were divided 
by fences and in between the fences was a no-
man’s-land filled with guard towers, land mines, 
trip wires and sensors that activated automated 
machine guns. My dad was stationed in Berlin 
which was in communist East Germany. We 
lived within the walled city of West Berlin during 
the Cold War. Americans were permitted to go 
into East Berlin with proper paperwork.  We 
had to enter through Checkpoint Charlie and 
had to have a serviceman with us. Westerners 
weren’t allowed to buy anything or bring things 
out of East Germany. Dad had done that and 
got caught.
It started off with him and some friends 
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smuggling smokes and other contraband into 
East Berlin in the hubcaps of their vehicles. 
Then, one of them was caught smuggling 
people.  Although they couldn’t prove dad’s 
involvement, he was guilty by association and 
forbidden from entering East Berlin. I asked 
him a couple of times over the years if he was 
involved to which he said, “Nohohohoho,” 
with a laugh. A laugh and tone that said 
“Yehehehehes.” On one occasion when asked, 
he gave a long philosophical answer about 
communism, freedom, blah, blah, blah, which I 
interpreted as “Yes”. A few months ago, even on 
his deathbed, he wouldn’t give me a convincing 
answer.
Mom was almost caught.  Since dad had 
been denied entry to East Berlin, we would have 
to go with one of his friends, usually a master 
sergeant whose name escapes me.  All vehicles 
must pass through Checkpoint Charlie, an 
intimidating process.  We drove into the city 
and when we parked, mom turned in her seat 
and said, “These people are going to stare at 
you.  They are going to look mean.  Don’t worry. 
They won’t hurt you.  They just want to go with 
you when we leave but you can’t take them. 
They aren’t allowed to leave.  They aren’t free. 
So, don’t be scared.” Not one person spoke to 
us. They would just stare, hundreds of them 
and there were always guns trained on us from 
the East Germans in the guard towers along 
the wall. Mom exuded confidence and seemed 
almost excited to explore East Berlin but I 
couldn’t help it, I was scared to death.  
A woman tried to escape while we lived in 
Berlin.  My parents drove us by the “memorial” 
after it happened.  She had been shot while 
trying to scale the wall.  In later years, I would 
think it was a suicide because from what I 
remember, it was impossible to scale the wall 
and therefore she didn’t need to be shot.  The 
memorial was three logs about ten feet long 
planted in the ground in a triangle formation, 
wrapped haphazardly with barbed wire and 
wreath hung on it.  
On a military base, when the Star-Spangled 
Banner is played, everyone stops and shows 
respect by saluting or placing their hand over 
their heart.  Even the kids on the playgrounds. 
It’s another peculiar thing, sounds. Like 
memories, they resound differently in people. 
After hearing the story and seeing the memorial 
of the girl who only wanted freedom, the 
national anthem rang a little differently for me 
and to this day makes me emotional.  
When our anthem is played, I get a tightness 
in my chest, a welling in my throat. I relive events 
witnessed in the forty-four states and nine 
countries that I have visited. Family members 
who have served come into view as I observe 
the flag with reverent pride; Two uncles who 
served in WWII-one a Corsair pilot.  My wife’s 
uncle who stepped on a mine in Viet Nam and 
died fourteen hours later. My dad. My cousin in 
the DMZ in South Korea. My brother, in Abu 
Dhabi, the only one in his company who was 
sent on an assignment and while gone, sixteen 
of his friends were killed in their barracks by 
a suicide bomber driving a truck loaded with 
explosives. My grandfather, who was a civilian 
airplane mechanic at Mountain Home Airforce 
base in WWII.  My wife’s grandfather, who 
served in the Battle of the Bulge and almost froze 
to death. He was sent to a medical unit to have 
his feet amputated. Luckily, they put him in the 
wrong tent and he later recovered. My stepdads 
father who was a scout behind German lines. 
He survived countless enemy incursions only to 
be ran down and killed by a drunk driver who 
was never caught. My stepdad was only thirteen 
years old. 
All of these people were humble servants. 
People who didn’t speak often of their 
experiences. These people, my family, all have 
different views on politics, religion and the 
direction of our great country. Yet, every one 
of them was willing to give their life for the girl 
behind the wall.
 
We walked around East Berlin and went 
in shops.  There were bombed out buildings 
left over from WWII that we would look at. 
Everyone wore gray clothes, the buildings were 
gray, the roads, the lots, the sky.  Did the sun 
ever shine on this side of the wall?  Not by the 
looks on the people’s faces.  They were all pale, 
sullen.  The sorrow was palpable.
There were times when I felt as if some 
of the East Germans held an animosity, even 
hatred for us and especially for the uniform of 
our escort.  I’ve always wanted to know what 
they felt when they saw that uniform.  Was it a 
symbol of freedom or defeat?  I suppose it would 
depend on whether you supported the Allies 
or the Nazis.  The East Germans’ oppression 
was the result of occupation by the communist 
Soviet Union and would be that way until 1989. 
WWII had ended 28 years earlier.  Many of the 
Germans and Soviets who served in the war 
were still serving and some were only in their 
forties.  The war was so recent, in fact, that 
we were only allowed to play in designated 
sandboxes and swing sets.  Digging anywhere 
else ran the risk of hitting an unexploded bomb. 
Two were discovered in our apartment complex 
while we lived there.
We went into a shop and I got the feeling 
that the shop owner didn’t want us in there. 
But he didn’t turn down our money when mom 
bought a tea set. The master sergeant had a 
Karmann Ghia that had a small backseat and the 
backrest could be removed to reveal a hidden 
compartment. This is where mom put her tea 
set for the trip through Checkpoint Charlie.  
The guards at the checkpoint were 
Americans. The guards in the towers were 
East German. The American guards knew 
the sergeant and had visited with him on our 
way in.  On our way out, they were jovial and 
talkative while tending to their duties which 
included walking around the car while looking 
at the undercarriage with extended mirrors. 
We all had to get out of the car and one of the 
guards gave a quick glance to the front and back 
of the interior while another set a machine on 
top of the car. The light-hearted conversation 
continued until an alarm sounded on the 
machine that was sitting on top of the car.  
Everyone went silent and the mood 
changed. We were no longer friends with the 
guards.  I looked at each guard; one was looking 
at the machine, the two that had mirrors stopped 
and were staring at the machine. Two guards 
behind us by the guard shack placed the hands 
on their sidearms. I looked at the sergeant. He 
was as cool as a cucumber. The look on his face 
gave me confidence that we wouldn’t be caught. 
In fact, the look on his face hadn’t changed one 
bit since we started this little trip and everything 
had gone fine. If we got caught, I had a feeling 
this guy was going to get us out of trouble.  
I looked up at the towers. The East Germans 
could tell something was going on and they 
slowly started standing up and looking at us 
with binoculars.
The machine that had been placed on 
top of the car could detect the heartbeat of 
someone in the car. The guards now believed 
that someone was hiding in the car and they 
began dismantling it. They opened the trunk 
and the hood and pulled out the seats, except 
for the rear seat back. After about 20 minutes 
one of the guards walked over to the machine 
and slapped it on the side, “This thing must be 
on the fritz.” He pulled it off the car and took it 
back to the shack while shaking and studying 
it. Another guard apologized and told us they 
would get the car back together as quickly as 
possible and we could be on our way.
The tea set is our dining room with the 
story, handwritten by mom stuffed inside of the 
tea pot.
During a different trip into East Berlin, 
we were with a friend of my parents who was 
a cook. Although he did cook for the military, 
mom never believed that was his true endeavor 
in Germany. He spoke fluent German and 
commanded respect wherever he went.  He 
seemed to know everyone. During a routine 
inspection while exiting Checkpoint Charlie, 
a guard opened the trunk of the car to reveal a 
compartment loaded so full that it took several 
attempts to latch it shut. Upon seeing the 
contraband, the guard said while smiling, “Yep, 
nothing here. Looks good.”  I wondered what 
would have happened if the heart beat machine 
had gone off when we were with the cook.
We lived in a three-story apartment 
complex. On our end of the building, were six 
apartments; three on either side of the stairwell. 
We were on the second floor on the left.  In 
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the basement of the building was the laundry 
room and also studio apartments that housed 
babysitters who were German. Our babysitter 
was Gudren (pronounced goot-wren). We had 
a phone and every now and then a babysitter 
would come up and use it. There was a little dish 
that sat next to an ashtray where they could put 
coins to pay for the use of the phone.
On the back side of our apartment 
complex was the busy street of our address, 
Argentinische Allee, while in the front of the 
complex was our nameless residential drive and 
parking area. There was a small lawn around 
the complex and across from the drive was a 
small lawn area and swingset. The grassy area 
across the drive extended through the whole 
neighborhood which consisted of several of 
the identical three story buildings. Along that 
lawn was a six foot high fence that separated 
the complex from the U Bahn (pronounced oo-
bon), Berlin’s commuter train.
There was a picnic table by the fence 
directly across from our apartment and one day 
there was a defeated looking man sitting there 
with his arms on the table and his head hung 
low. He had a thick mustache and hadn’t shaved 
for a couple weeks. His hair wasn’t quite to his 
shoulders but I thought it was very long at the 
time compared to all the Army guys that I was 
used to seeing. I walked up and asked him if he 
was ok. I had startled him and he jumped which 
in turn, made me jump. He apologized and 
asked if I could do him a favor.
“Sure,” I said.
“Can you get me some food?  I’ll give you 
a candy bar if you can get me some food.”  The 
man produced a candy bar from his back pocket 
and showed it to me. The sight of the candy bar 
made my eyes drool. In those days, sweets were 
few and far between; a delicacy to be enjoyed 
only a few times a year. “You’ll rot your teeth,” 
or “It’s unhealthy, you’ll die young,” parents 
would say. Oh yeah, but that cigarette smoke 
is great. Especially on a long car ride with the 
windows rolled up.   
“What do you want to eat?  I don’t think we 
have very much,” I said.
“Just a sandwich,” he said.
“Peanut butter and jelly?” I said excitedly.
“Yes, fine.  That would be fine,” he said with 
a thick German accent.
I didn’t wait around to ask him why he 
didn’t just eat the candy bar.  To bring up the 
question was running the risk of him eating it 
so I kept my mouth shut and ran upstairs to my 
mom as fast as I could, burst in the door and 
begged my mom to make me a peanut butter 
and jelly sandwich.
“Alright, just a minute,” she said from her 
bedroom.
“Ok, but hurry.  I’m really hungry.” 
 She just looked at me like I was some little 
weirdo. She knew I was acting out of character. I 
followed her to the kitchen like a puppy waiting 
impatiently for a treat. While mom was making 
my sandwich, I heard a commotion. I walked 
over to our big picture window that overlooked 
the complex and U Bahn. There was a police car 
by the picnic table and two officers were talking 
to the man. The man was very animated, like he 
was trying to convince them of something. He 
began to back away and the cops tackled him. 
He tried to fight them but even though he was 
larger than them, he was weak and couldn’t put 
up much of a fight.  
Mom came over, “Here’s your sandwich.”
I felt sick to my stomach.  The sight of 
the sandwich made me ill. I didn’t even want 
the candy bar. I had lost my appetite. “I’m not 
hungry anymore.” Mom didn’t even complain. 
In those days you didn’t waste food. If I would 
have done that at any other time, mom would 
have told dad and I wouldn’t have gotten 
dinner. But mom knew. She may not have 
known everything, but she knew.  
A week later we were evacuated because 
someone had put a bomb on the U Bahn tracks 
right in front of our complex. The conductor 
saw something on the tracks, locked up the 
brakes, inspected the tracks and called the 
police. The bomb was safely removed.
We also got out of school for a day or two 
because of a bomb that was discovered by a 
construction crew that was building a new 
PX, the Post Exchange, next to the school. 
There were two stores on military bases. The 
commissary, where you got your groceries, and 
the PX, where you got your clothes.  The workers 
found the 500-pound German bomb when they 
hit it with a backhoe bucket.  A bomb squad 
was dispatched but when they got to the fuse, 
it was Russian so then a Russian bomb squad 
had to be summoned. They were able to safely 
disarm it.  In fact, I don’t think a bomb exploded 
in the entire three years we lived there.
We left Germany before I turned ten-years-
old but many memories are still fresh in my 
mind. Wannsee Lake is a brilliant blue. The 
trees and grass in the nearby park are bright 
green.  I can smell the gummi (pronounced 
goomy) candy in the wooden kiosk by the park 
that my brother and I would frequent whenever 
we got .25 pfennigs.  I can hear the kind German 
man’s voice and his thick German accent in 
the chocolate stand that was just inside of the 
entrance to the U Bahn down the street. I can 
hear the car tires rolling over the cobblestone 
streets and hear the European siren of emergency 
vehicles. I can see the centuries old buildings, 
including ones that were still in rubble from the 
war. All of these sights, sounds and smells along 
with others combine in my memory to give me a 
presence of Germany even in its absence.
Four years after leaving Germany, in 
Montana, I would see the story of two families 
who built a hot air balloon and floated out of 
East Germany and into West Germany on a 
moonless night.  I knew the story had a happy 
ending because of the headline but as I read my 
heart raced faster and faster.  I was overcome 
with emotion before the balloon even got off 
the ground.  I envisioned the families, shaking 
with fear, praying for a miracle.  There was color 
in my vision.  Every memory of East Germany 
was in black and white, but in my mind, the 
balloon looked like Dolly Parton’s Coat of Many 
Colors; it had every color imaginable.  And all 
the people in both families had glowing, rosy 
red cheeks as they worked in the dark night, 
the slightest sound exploding in their ears and 
making them freeze with dread.  Once they had 
assembled the balloon and filled it with hot air 
came the realization that they were embarking 
on the slowest escape possible and they would 
be defenseless if spotted.  The promise of 
freedom was a reward that outweighed the risk. 
When I finished the article, I looked up 
from under the tree that I was sitting against 
outside of our house at Fort Missoula and saw 
the flag, the folds gently rolling with the barely 
moving air.  I didn’t realize I was crying until I 
saw someone walking across a street a couple of 
hundred yards away.  I gave quick glances to the 
right and left to make sure no one saw me and 
quickly wiped away my tears. 
I wondered if one of the families in the 
balloon had a girl just like the one who was 
murdered and buried under log fenceposts. 
Murdered because she was hungry.  Murdered 
because she wanted to be with her family. 
Murdered because she had the audacity to be 
free.  I decided that they did.  And I decided that 
she was strong and beautiful and confident and 
funny and full of life and when she got out of 
the balloon, I saw her wrapped in an American 
flag, hugging all of her family members while 
hundreds of people stood around clapping and 
cheering.  In my mind, the murdered girl had 
been freed.  She was hungry no more.
The true ending was a little less dramatic 
than what I envisioned. The balloon landed in a 
field after running out of propane. The families 
had no idea where they were or if they had made 
it. A police car patrolling the area came upon 
them and one of the men noticed the car was an 
Audi. He knew they had made it. 
The girl lived!
    
        
       
     
     
8382
the basement of the building was the laundry 
room and also studio apartments that housed 
babysitters who were German. Our babysitter 
was Gudren (pronounced goot-wren). We had 
a phone and every now and then a babysitter 
would come up and use it. There was a little dish 
that sat next to an ashtray where they could put 
coins to pay for the use of the phone.
On the back side of our apartment 
complex was the busy street of our address, 
Argentinische Allee, while in the front of the 
complex was our nameless residential drive and 
parking area. There was a small lawn around 
the complex and across from the drive was a 
small lawn area and swingset. The grassy area 
across the drive extended through the whole 
neighborhood which consisted of several of 
the identical three story buildings. Along that 
lawn was a six foot high fence that separated 
the complex from the U Bahn (pronounced oo-
bon), Berlin’s commuter train.
There was a picnic table by the fence 
directly across from our apartment and one day 
there was a defeated looking man sitting there 
with his arms on the table and his head hung 
low. He had a thick mustache and hadn’t shaved 
for a couple weeks. His hair wasn’t quite to his 
shoulders but I thought it was very long at the 
time compared to all the Army guys that I was 
used to seeing. I walked up and asked him if he 
was ok. I had startled him and he jumped which 
in turn, made me jump. He apologized and 
asked if I could do him a favor.
“Sure,” I said.
“Can you get me some food?  I’ll give you 
a candy bar if you can get me some food.”  The 
man produced a candy bar from his back pocket 
and showed it to me. The sight of the candy bar 
made my eyes drool. In those days, sweets were 
few and far between; a delicacy to be enjoyed 
only a few times a year. “You’ll rot your teeth,” 
or “It’s unhealthy, you’ll die young,” parents 
would say. Oh yeah, but that cigarette smoke 
is great. Especially on a long car ride with the 
windows rolled up.   
“What do you want to eat?  I don’t think we 
have very much,” I said.
“Just a sandwich,” he said.
“Peanut butter and jelly?” I said excitedly.
“Yes, fine.  That would be fine,” he said with 
a thick German accent.
I didn’t wait around to ask him why he 
didn’t just eat the candy bar.  To bring up the 
question was running the risk of him eating it 
so I kept my mouth shut and ran upstairs to my 
mom as fast as I could, burst in the door and 
begged my mom to make me a peanut butter 
and jelly sandwich.
“Alright, just a minute,” she said from her 
bedroom.
“Ok, but hurry.  I’m really hungry.” 
 She just looked at me like I was some little 
weirdo. She knew I was acting out of character. I 
followed her to the kitchen like a puppy waiting 
impatiently for a treat. While mom was making 
my sandwich, I heard a commotion. I walked 
over to our big picture window that overlooked 
the complex and U Bahn. There was a police car 
by the picnic table and two officers were talking 
to the man. The man was very animated, like he 
was trying to convince them of something. He 
began to back away and the cops tackled him. 
He tried to fight them but even though he was 
larger than them, he was weak and couldn’t put 
up much of a fight.  
Mom came over, “Here’s your sandwich.”
I felt sick to my stomach.  The sight of 
the sandwich made me ill. I didn’t even want 
the candy bar. I had lost my appetite. “I’m not 
hungry anymore.” Mom didn’t even complain. 
In those days you didn’t waste food. If I would 
have done that at any other time, mom would 
have told dad and I wouldn’t have gotten 
dinner. But mom knew. She may not have 
known everything, but she knew.  
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saw something on the tracks, locked up the 
brakes, inspected the tracks and called the 
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because of a bomb that was discovered by a 
construction crew that was building a new 
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was dispatched but when they got to the fuse, 
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disarm it.  In fact, I don’t think a bomb exploded 
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old but many memories are still fresh in my 
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that my brother and I would frequent whenever 
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man’s voice and his thick German accent in 
the chocolate stand that was just inside of the 
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war. All of these sights, sounds and smells along 
with others combine in my memory to give me a 
presence of Germany even in its absence.
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moonless night.  I knew the story had a happy 
ending because of the headline but as I read my 
heart raced faster and faster.  I was overcome 
with emotion before the balloon even got off 
the ground.  I envisioned the families, shaking 
with fear, praying for a miracle.  There was color 
in my vision.  Every memory of East Germany 
was in black and white, but in my mind, the 
balloon looked like Dolly Parton’s Coat of Many 
Colors; it had every color imaginable.  And all 
the people in both families had glowing, rosy 
red cheeks as they worked in the dark night, 
the slightest sound exploding in their ears and 
making them freeze with dread.  Once they had 
assembled the balloon and filled it with hot air 
came the realization that they were embarking 
on the slowest escape possible and they would 
be defenseless if spotted.  The promise of 
freedom was a reward that outweighed the risk. 
When I finished the article, I looked up 
from under the tree that I was sitting against 
outside of our house at Fort Missoula and saw 
the flag, the folds gently rolling with the barely 
moving air.  I didn’t realize I was crying until I 
saw someone walking across a street a couple of 
hundred yards away.  I gave quick glances to the 
right and left to make sure no one saw me and 
quickly wiped away my tears. 
I wondered if one of the families in the 
balloon had a girl just like the one who was 
murdered and buried under log fenceposts. 
Murdered because she was hungry.  Murdered 
because she wanted to be with her family. 
Murdered because she had the audacity to be 
free.  I decided that they did.  And I decided that 
she was strong and beautiful and confident and 
funny and full of life and when she got out of 
the balloon, I saw her wrapped in an American 
flag, hugging all of her family members while 
hundreds of people stood around clapping and 
cheering.  In my mind, the murdered girl had 
been freed.  She was hungry no more.
The true ending was a little less dramatic 
than what I envisioned. The balloon landed in a 
field after running out of propane. The families 
had no idea where they were or if they had made 
it. A police car patrolling the area came upon 
them and one of the men noticed the car was an 
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